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Abstract 
Following Russian/Soviet colonization, Indigenous Siberian Eveny less frequently engage in 
hunting and reindeer herding—land-based activities central to their culture.  Research 
suggests that an inability to engage in key cultural activities may hamper Indigenous peoples’ 
capacities to construct meaningful existences (i.e., fulfilling lives with purpose), but this has 
not been empirically investigated among Eveny.  I conducted 14 semi-structured interviews 
on traditional land-use and meaning in life with Eveny men in Batagay-Alyta (Sakkyryr), 
Sakha Republic (Yakutia), Russia.  Half of the participants lived in the village; the other half 
were nomadic herders.  Both herders and non-herders described meaningful existences, but 
the groups often acquired meaning from different sources.  Some sources (i.e., family, 
finances, reindeer) were deemed important by both groups.  My findings illuminate what 
makes life meaningful for some Eveny, and can help policy-makers better address their 
unique needs. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
Although the individuals and cultures of humankind are infinitely diverse, each 
member of our species shares a desire to lead a meaningful and worthwhile existence—part 
of what Wong (2011) calls ‘the good life.’ Precisely what the ‘good life’ looks like, including 
how feelings of meaningfulness are achieved, is dictated by the norms, values, and traits of 
one’s culture (Wong, 2011, 2013, 2016). If a culture and its accompanying way of life have 
been severely disrupted in some manner—for example, via colonization, as experienced by 
many Indigenous societies—the abilities of its members to construct lives they perceive to be 
meaningful may be hampered (Salzman, 2001; Usbourne & de la Sablonnière, 2014). 
Halloran (2004), Salzman (2001), and Salzman and Halloran (2004) theorize that cultural 
disruptions, like colonization, contribute to the poor mental health outcomes some 
Indigenous communities face. This thesis explores a mental outcome—feelings of meaning 
in life—among an Indigenous people in a Russian-context. 
In the Russian Federation (aka Russia), colonization and subsequent implementation 
of state policies (e.g., sedentarization) have dramatically disrupted the cultures of Indigenous 
peoples by decreasing their abilities to engage in customary life-ways and use their 
traditional lands and resources (Forsyth, 1992; Slezkine, 1994). Eveny,1 an East Siberian 
Indigenous people (Levin & Vasil’yev, 1964), are no exception. They are historically herders 
of reindeer (Rangifer tarandus sibiricus) and hunters, but most now live in villages and less 
frequently herd and hunt (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 7; Vitebsky, 2005, p. 35).  
Despite colonial interference, hunting and herding remain core elements of Eveny 
                                               
1 Vitebsky (2005, p. 399) notes that the English-language plural form of ‘Eveny’ is ‘Evens’ (singular: ‘Even’). 
The label ‘Eveny,’ commonly used in English research, is actually the Russian plural form. In accordance with 
Vitebsky (2005, 2012), and other English-speaking scholars (e.g., Ulturgasheva, 2012, 2014, 2016), I have 
chosen to use the label ‘Eveny’ throughout this thesis to avoid confusion with the English word ‘even.’ 
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identity and culture (Sirina, 2008; Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 27, 58; Vitebsky, 2012; Vitebsky & 
Alekseyev, 2015b). These activities provide goals and values that continue to shape Eveny 
society and guide what many Eveny do on a day-to-day basis. Therefore, lack of capacity to 
undertake these culturally-important subsistence activities could affect Eveny persons’ 
experiences of meaning in life and, in turn, negatively influence their psychological 
wellbeing. This proposition is seemingly supported by research undertaken with other 
Indigenous groups that has associated engagement in traditional land-based subsistence 
activities, such as hunting and fishing, with psychological wellbeing (e.g., Big-Canoe & 
Richmond, 2014; Condon, Collings, & Wenzel, 1995; O’Rourke, Kochuten, Kochuten, & 
Reedy, 2018). Inability to partake in such activities, thus, may contribute to the poor social 
and mental health outcomes many Eveny experience, such as high rates of violence, stress, 
alcohol abuse, and suicide (Ulturgasheva, 2014; Vitebsky, 2005, p. 193, 208-210, 215; 
Vitebsky, 2010; Snodgrass, 2013). Research has yet to empirically investigate, however, the 
relationship between traditional land-use and psychological wellbeing among Eveny. 
1.1 Definitions: Indigeneity and Traditional Land-Use 
Before I outline how my thesis will address this literature gap, I must define 
Indigeneity and traditional land-use. To define ‘Indigenous,’ I use the United Nations’ 
definition (n.d.): “Indigenous peoples are ... practitioners of unique cultures and ways of 
relating to ... the environment. They have retained social, cultural, economic and political 
characteristics [distinct from] the dominant societies in which they live.” This definition 
captures that Indigenous peoples are distinct from each other, yet they share experiences 
characterized by a) having unique environmental relationships and b) colonial oppression.  
 Across Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultural contexts, land-use, like meaning in 
life, often means different things. Western culture, of which I am a member, generally only 
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views land as ‘in use’ when it is saliently occupied (e.g., suburbs) or developed (e.g., 
agriculture), or its resources are being harvested (e.g., logging, mining) (Coombes, Johnson, 
& Howitt, 2012; Sayles, 2015). Indigenous cultures often employ subtler conceptualizations 
of land-use. For example, Wemindji Cree (Québec) only modify 0.42% of their local forests 
to effectively hunt game (Sayles, 2015). Amongst Indigenous peoples, notions of ‘land-use’ 
also manifest in variable forms. Although strong emotional ties to land are ubiquitous across 
Indigenous peoples (e.g., Albrecht et al., 2007), the hunting and reindeer herding undertaken 
by Eveny (Vitebsky, 2005) is different from, say, the gathering of coastal resources by the 
Unangan/s (Aleuts) of the Aleutian and Pribilof Islands (O’Rourke, Kochuten et al., 2018). 
Thus, in this thesis, I use the term ‘traditional land-use’ to denote environmental 
relations (including spiritual elements) and the use of land/resources for subsistence or other 
cultural purposes (e.g., herding, hunting). This is consistent with the category of “traditional 
nature use” (traditsionnoe prirodopol’zovanie) defined by Russian laws on the rights of 
Northern Indigenous peoples (Fondahl, 1995, p. 1). Though the term ‘traditional’ incorrectly 
implies stasis, I employ it in this thesis in accordance with Russian legal terminology. 
1.2 Research Objective 
To describe how traditional land-use affects Eveny psychological wellbeing, this 
study’s research objective was to explore how using land for hunting and reindeer herding 
relates to rural Eveny men’s experiences of meaning in life (i.e., lives imbued with a sense of 
purpose and fulfillment)—a key facet of mental health (Ivtzan, Lomas, Hefferon, & Worth, 
2016). I qualitatively investigated traditional land-use (i.e., capacity to use land for hunting 
and reindeer herding) and feelings of meaning in life, via semi-structured interviews, among 
two groups of Eveny men: herders and non-herders. I interviewed male Eveny because men 
are today more likely than women to engage in land-based subsistence activities due to their 
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culture’s colonization and the resulting normative gender roles (Ulturgasheva, 2012). 
This document fulfills the thesis requirement for my Master of Arts - Interdisciplinary 
Studies (Geography, Psychology) at University of Northern British Columbia (UNBC) under 
the supervision of Gail Fondahl, a geographer who has worked for decades with Siberian 
herders (mostly Evenki, but also Eveny and Yukaghirs). Dr. Fondahl is currently undertaking 
a SSHRC-funded project in Russia (Indigenous Territorial Rights in the Russian Federation: 
A Quarter Century Onward). As my thesis explores traditional land-use and life meaning, it 
is informed by the disciplines of Geography and Psychology. I used methods and research 
from Geography to explore Eveny land-use and those from Psychology to explore meaning. 
1.3 Research Significance and Implications 
English-language research explicitly studying meaning in life with Indigenous 
populations is scant and has often been theoretical in nature (e.g., Halloran, 2004; Salzman, 
2001; Salzman & Halloran, 2004), or meaning has just been mentioned in a cursory manner 
(e.g., O’Rourke, Kochuten et al., 2018). By exploring how traditional land-use relates to life 
meaning with Indigenous Eveny, the present study contributes to this limited research. 
This project provides researchers a framework to investigate how traditional land-use 
relates to Indigenous peoples’ experiences of meaning in life. Findings from such research, 
including this study, can help policy-makers better address the unique needs of Indigenous 
groups and improve their wellbeing. New policies could increase Indigenous land rights and 
protect the lands they use (e.g., from industrial development, resource extraction). Such 
findings may also have, or lead to research that has, clinical implications for Indigenous 
groups, such as improvement of land-based therapies (e.g., Gee, 2010). Further, exploring 
meaning with Indigenous peoples can help expand our knowledge of what a meaningful life 
entails in all peoples—information that could help humans everywhere live more fulfilling 
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lives by illuminating alternate potential pathways to meaning. This study also contributes to 
the relatively limited amount of English-language literature on Eveny culture. My findings 
provide information on the state of Eveny reindeer herding at present in a particular region, 
as well as what life is like for Eveny here who have chosen village-based life-ways. 
Though my findings have important implications, they may be affected by a number 
of limitations. First, I conducted interviews via an interpreter. This hindered my capacity to 
establish rapport, and could have led to miscommunication. Second, I interviewed Eveny in 
Batagay-Alyta, Sakha Republic;2 Eveny elsewhere may have different views. Third, due to 
funding and time constraints, I conducted only 14 interviews, which means other 
perspectives may exist in the community. In sections 6.1 and 6.10, I address these limitations. 
1.4 Thesis Outline 
The Literature Review section of this thesis is split into two chapters: Chapter 2 
describes Eveny culture and traditional land-use, focusing on a) Eveny society, b) their 
relationship with their cultural and linguistic ‘cousins,’ the Evenki, c) both peoples’ 
participation in reindeer herding, d) Eveny history of colonization, and e) their mental health 
outcomes. Chapter 3 explains meaning in life, exploring a) definitions of meaning in life, b) 
meaning from Indigenous perspectives, c) the relationship between meaning and wellbeing, 
d) the criteria that must be present for meaning to occur, and e) the role identity plays in 
meaning-making. I summarize how I did this project in Chapter 4, including information on 
methodology, participants, procedure, materials, and data analysis. Chapter 5 outlines the 
findings of this study’s data analyses on traditional land-use and meaning in life. Chapter 6 
expands upon and contextualizes the results of these data analyses.  
                                               
2 Though its complete name is ‘Sakha Republic (Yakutia),’ in this thesis, I refer to it as the ‘Sakha Republic.’ 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review: Eveny Culture 
2.1 Who are the Eveny? 
 This section begins with a brief overview of Eveny culture, then describes their 
association with Evenki, a closely-related Siberian herding group. After, I discuss the role of 
reindeer in Eveny society, Eveny philosophy and cosmology, and their colonization. This is 
followed by an examination of the state of Eveny reindeer herding today, mental health 
outcomes in Eveny communities, and Eveny views on the future of herding.  
2.1.1 Brief overview of Eveny culture. Eveny historically inhabit the taiga and 
tundra of Northeastern Siberia in the Russian Federation (Levin & Vasil’yev, 1964). At the 
last census, there were 22,383 Eveny persons in Russia (Rosstat, 2010). Roughly two thirds 
of their population, 15,071 Eveny (urban: 5077; rural: 9994), live in the Sakha Republic, 
where the total population is 958,528 persons (urban: 614,545; rural: 343,983) (Rosstat, 
2013a). The rest of Eveny live throughout western Chukchi Autonomous Okrug and Koryak 
Okrug, the Magadan Oblast, and northern Khabarovsk Krai (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 6-7). 
These regions are notorious for their harsh climates, particularly the Sakha Republic, where 
the temperature drops to -65°C in the winter and climbs to +35°C in the summer, an 
astounding range of 100°C (Vitebsky, 2012). To thrive in what most people would consider 
an inhospitable climate, Eveny interwove their culture with the lives of ever-migrating 
reindeer. Given the scarcity of English-language research with Eveny, I must describe 
another closely linguistically and culturally-related Indigenous people: the Evenki.  
2.2 The Tungus Peoples: Eveny and their “Cousins,” the Evenki 
As far back as the 17th century, and up until the 20th century (e.g., Shirokogoroff, 
1929, 1935), Europeans have grouped Eveny and their linguistic and cultural “cousins,” the 
Evenki, into one group: the Tungus people (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 6; Vitebsky, 2012). The term 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  7 
‘Tungus’ denotes persons who speak the languages of the Tungus-Manchu family (Vitebsky, 
2012). Today, roughly 200,000 speakers of Tungusic languages live in Eurasia, including 
Evenki, the largest group (population: 38,875), and Eveny (Rosstat, 2010)—see Figure 1.  
 
 
Figure 1. Present-day distribution of Eveny and Evenki in the Russian Federation, based on ANSIPRA (n.d.). 
 
Since migrating from their ancestral homelands in Eastern China roughly 3,000 years 
ago, Eveny and Evenki have become the most widely dispersed Indigenous peoples on the 
planet—inhabiting territory from Mongolia in the south, to the Arctic Ocean in the north, and 
from the Pacific Ocean in the east, to the Yenisei River in the west (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 6). 
Vitebsky and Alekseyev (2015b) believe they traversed such an expansive distance by 
travelling on the backs of reindeer. This common history and shared reliance on reindeer led 
Eveny and Evenki to develop similar cultures and languages, which is why scholars such as 
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Vitebsky (2005, p. 6) refer to these two peoples as “cousins.” Levin and Vasil’yev (1964, p. 
670) confirm it is “difficult to find the exact dividing line between Even[y] and Evenk[i].” 
Recent genetic research corroborates these groups’ shared ancestry (Duggan et al., 2013). 
Though my study focuses on Eveny, I employ research about Evenki. Few studies 
with Eveny have been published in English. English research with Evenki provides useful 
information about a similar culture. Eveny and Evenki cultures have similar traditional land-
use patterns and, plausibly, sources of meaning, as both historically revolve around herding. 
2.3 “A Reindeer Culture” 
Reindeer (Rangifer tarandus), or caribou in North America, are found throughout the 
Northern hemisphere, yet humans have only ‘domesticated’3 these animals in Eurasia 
(Vitebsky, 2005, p. 17). Exactly how our species started herding reindeer remains a 
perplexing enigma (see Vitebsky, 2005; Willerslev, Vitebsky, & Alekseyev, 2015).  
2.3.1 Origins of reindeer herding. Although reindeer domestication probably 
originated about 3000 years ago somewhere in Siberia (Willerslev et al., 2015), perhaps near 
the Sayan Mountains or somewhere east of Lake Baikal, and likely by the ancestors of 
today’s Eveny and Evenki (Vainshtein, 1980), the precise details remain elusive. The 
explanation according to traditional Eveny beliefs is that the sky/creator god, Hövki, created 
reindeer to provide food and transport for their ancestors, as well as to “lift the human soul 
up to the sun” during rituals “towards a land of happiness and plenty ... [where they] receive 
a blessing, salvation, and renewal,” an emulation of the voyage to the afterlife (Vitebsky, 
2005, p. 11). Half of the reindeer, according to legend, decided to live with humans, while 
the other half opted to live on their own—an explanation of why both wild and domesticated 
                                               
3 Willerslev, Vitebsky, and Alekseyev (2015) say that ‘domestication’ may be too strong a word to describe the 
taming of reindeer, as these animals retain much agency. For simplicity’s sake, it is the term I use in this thesis. 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  9 
reindeer exist today. Academics have put forth other theories (Ingold, 1974). As Vitebsky 
(2005, p. 24-25) and Alekseyev (2015b) note, the benefits of being able to ride and transport 
goods using animals that can find food almost anywhere and simultaneously provide humans 
with sustenance—i.e., meat and milk (Fondahl, 1989)—likely drove domestication.  
Willerslev et al. (2015) have proposed a different and fascinating account for the 
origins of reindeer herding. They suggest that reindeer domestication arose from hunters’ 
need to sacrifice animals in a highly controlled manner in order to appease nature’s spirits. 
Undertaking all of the prescribed ritualized steps prior to killing an animal (e.g., singing to 
game before killing it) is impractical, yet failing to follow these steps will anger 
environmental spirits. Hunters, thus, faced a dilemma: should they follow all of the ritualized 
steps of hunting and risk having animals escape, or should they actually provide food for 
their families? Their solution was, according to Willerslev et al. (2015, p. 11), to keep a 
group of edible animals—reindeer—that these early pastoralists could kill in a manner that 
allowed them to control all variables and avoid displeasing spirits; “thus, when these 
pastoralists sacrifice a reindeer, they are effectively doing what the hunters say they do, but 
cannot do: killing the animal in an essentially non-predatory manner.”  
2.3.2 Perpetual migrations. Regardless of how/why reindeer were domesticated, 
these animals’ lives became forever intertwined with those of Eveny, leading to the 
formation of what Vitebsky and Alekseyev (2015b, p. 413) dub a “reindeer culture.” As 
Vitebsky (2005) describes throughout his ethnographic masterpiece, The Reindeer People, 
these animals shape every aspect of Eveny herders’ lives. In order to ensure their herds are 
consistently able to eat their fill and avoid starvation, as well as promote their own 
subsistence success (e.g., in hunting) by making use of the spatially and temporally variable 
resources in their territories, herders migrate frequently to fresh pastures. Reindeers’ staple 
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food is lichen, a fragile, slow-growing plant. While grazing, reindeer either quickly consume 
or inadvertently trample lichen. So, herders must engage in two sorts of migrations: annual 
seasonal migrations and smaller within-season camp-to-camp migrations (Vitebsky, 2005, 
2012). In the winter, herders usually set up camp in valleys in areas ideal for fishing, hunting, 
and monitoring trap lines. During the summer, they follow the melting snowline up 
mountainsides to areas suited for other seasonal activities, such as berry-picking, or insect-
free alpine pastures better for reindeer grazing (Vitebsky, 2012). If Eveny stay in one place 
too long, their reindeer will run out of food. Migrations, thus, facilitate sustainable land-use 
by preventing resource depletion, like overgrazing and overhunting (Fondahl, 1998).  
Prior to European contact, this pattern of nomadism applied to all Eveny. Today, 
however, only Eveny herders still migrate. The percentage of herders in a given rural 
community at present usually constitutes a small portion of the overall population. For 
example, in the Eveny village of Sebyan-Kyuyel’ (also called Sebyan Kyuol, Sebyan Kuel, 
Sebyan, or Sebian), Sakha Republic, about 11.25% of the community works on the land as 
reindeer herders—90 persons out of a population of roughly 800 (Vitebsky, 2012). 
Evenki herders engage in analogous migrations (Anderson, 2000; Brandi!auskas, 
2017; Fondahl, 1998; Safonova & Sántha, 2007, 2010, 2011, 2016; Sirina, 2006). (For an 
example of a resource calendar used by Amur Evenki, see Lavrillier & Gabyshev, 2017). 
Migration cycles, Fondahl (1998, p. 27) states, “[provide] Evenkis’ ultimate link with their 
homeland”—a notion that holds true for Eveny (Vitebsky, 2005). Most Evenki today are not 
nomadic—e.g., 30% of Evenki in the Amur region are nomadic herders (Lavrillier, 2017).  
When reindeer herders, Evenki and Eveny, arrive at campsites, often in the same 
location year after year, they first pitch their tents, and then in each tent light a fire (Fondahl, 
1998; Vitebsky, 2012). After, herders unpack their belongings, such as their warm reindeer-
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fur sleeping bags, and place them in their assigned locations within the tent. Before eating, 
herders ‘feed’ the spirit of their fire an offering of food (e.g., olady [a type of pancake] or 
meat/fat) and/or vodka, and then say a brief prayer—e.g., “draw back your feet and let us 
stay here” (Vitebsky, 2012, p. 432). Finally, they are settled—but this peace does not last. 
After working and living with Eveny herders near Sebyan for decades, Vitebsky and 
his colleague, Anatoly Alekseyev (2015a), an Eveny anthropologist from this village, report 
that after a short while herders’ urge to migrate again—a sort of anxious tension—begins to 
build, and they are compelled to pack up camp and head to their next destination. Like their 
reindeer, who yearn for fresh pasture, herders become restless if they stay in the same camp 
for more than a few days and “tempers rise” (Vitebksy, 2012, p. 432). The voyage to a new 
camp is marked by feelings of exhilaration. Although herders often feel sad to leave a camp, 
they are ‘pushed’ from the old site and anticipate the next with excitement (Vitebsky & 
Alekseyev, 2015a). When they arrive at a new camp, they feel relieved and relaxed as tension 
dissipates and the “calm mood of cooperation” returns (Vitebksy, 2012, p. 432). This 
tension/release dichotomy structures herders’ emotions and behaviours, and reflects their 
worldview that life is based on unidirectional movement (Vitebsky & Alekseyev, 2015a).  
2.4 Eveny Philosophy and Cosmology 
Eveny, as well as Evenki, live in a world in which all aspects of their environments 
are imbued with spirits and have consciousness (Shirokogoroff, 1935; Sirina, 2008; 
Willerslev & Ulturgasheva, 2012). They historically endorse an animistic philosophical 
outlook on the universe, with elements of hylozoism—“the doctrine that nature is imbued by 
life even in the apparently inert and lifeless” (Goldstein, 2003, p. 295). Eveny believe that 
each place, such as camp locations, has its own spirit, and a place’s qualities shape its spirit’s 
characteristics (Vitebsky, 2012). That is, Eveny herders’ senses of environmental places are 
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characterized by their spirits. A calm lake could have a tranquil spirit, while a roaring river 
might have one that is more rambunctious. Each Eveny community acknowledges a unique 
ensemble of spirits (Sirina, 2008). When herders set up a campsite, the nearby spirits work 
together to create a space that is habitable for humans (e.g., a place’s spirit merges with a 
campfire’s spirit to provide warmth). For Eveny, everywhere is spiritual—the land is “an 
open-air temple”—and no one place is more spiritual than the next (Vitebsky, 2012, p. 436).  
2.4.1 Bayanay: Keeper of animals. A prominent spirit in Eveny culture is Bayanay, 
animals’ “spirit owner” (Sirina, 2008; Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 67). Bayanay is the keeper of 
animal spirits and decides which animals will be caught by hunters. Killing game, thus, 
marks engagement with Bayanay (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 263). Vitebsky (2005, p. 668) states: “I 
... understand Bayanay as a vast field of consciousness which encompasse[s] the landscape ... 
as well as the human and animal roles in the drama of stalking, killing, and consuming.”  
Given their animistic philosophies, Eveny and Evenki do not believe humans can 
‘own’ animals or land (Anderson, 1998; Povoroznyuk, 2008; Sirina, 2006, 2008, 2009). 
Instead of stemming from Western concepts of ownership, their ‘right’ to use natural 
resources comes from upholding moral relationships with environmental spirits, such as wild 
game, which freely give themselves if they are appeased. Even domesticated reindeer are not 
seen as subordinate; they allow themselves to be used (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 262). This system 
of morality is what Sirina (2008, p. 9) dubs “ecological ethic.” In order to successfully hunt, 
Eveny must act in a way that pleases Bayanay, which entails treating animals’ bodies and 
souls correctly. For example, Bayanay dislikes boasting and immodesty; thus, Eveny seldom 
brag about hunts (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 269). By upholding their end of this moral relationship, 
Eveny and Evenki believe they earn the right to gather resources from their lands.  
2.4.2 Eveny shamanism. Eveny historically adhered to a shamanic cosmology, in 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  13 
which they could interact with spirits via shamans, a Tungusic word (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 12). 
These powerful figures used rituals, characterized by drumming, dancing, and chanting, to 
commune with spirits of their environments—from water, fire, and rocks, to trees, game 
animals, and reindeer (Kokoris, 2011). While in a trance, shamans projected themselves into 
the spirits’ “upper world” to work towards their goals (Kokoris, 2011, p. 18). Some of 
shamans’ objectives were: convincing Bayanay to release more game animals, protecting a 
person from an evil spirit, and communicating with deceased ancestors. Shamans inherited 
their mystical powers or they were selected by the spirits, who then gave them power.  
This spiritual support system was stifled during the Soviet era. To ‘civilize’ Eveny 
and Evenki and impose atheism, the Soviets exiled, imprisoned, or killed all shamans 
(Vitebsky, 2005, p. 35). Some stories even describe shamans being dared to fly and thrown 
out of airplanes (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 232). The disappearance of shamans was devastating to 
the Eveny belief system. Though many Eveny still engage in animistic rituals, e.g., ‘feeding 
the fire’ (Sirina, 2008; Vitebsky, 2012) or leaving small offerings at significant places, like 
rivers, lakes, or mountain passes, some rituals have either disappeared entirely, or are 
currently mere shells of their former manifestations. Vitebsky (2005, p. 232) notes all that 
remains of the once elaborate Eveny midsummer ritual is a dance to the sun.  
Evenki are reviving shamanism (Kokoris, 2011). Vitebsky (2005, p. 386-389) 
describes bringing an Evenki shaman to the Eveny village of Sebyan during 2001, with help 
from Alekseyev, to “show the people ... what they had lost from the heart of their own 
culture.” No other English-language research mentions similar occurrences. This ‘spiritual 
genocide’ is one of many ways European colonization forever altered Eveny society.  
2.5 History of Eveny Colonization 
2.5.1 Early European contact. Like other Siberian Indigenous peoples, Eveny have 
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a long, tumultuous history with Europeans (Forsyth, 1992; Slezkine, 1994). Their first 
documented contact with Europeans was in 1638, when a group of Eveny were encountered 
by a Russian exploratory expedition led by Kopylov and Moskvitin (Stepanov, 1943, as cited 
in Ulturgasheva, 2012). Shortly afterwards, Russian Cossacks established fortresses in Eveny 
territories, such as Zashiversky ostrog (est. 1639) near the Idigirka River (Fisher, 1943, p. 
52). They introduced diseases (e.g., smallpox), killing many Eveny (Forsyth, 1992, p. 82). 
After the Cossacks gained footing in these lands, they began forcing all nearby Indigenous 
peoples to pay tribute in the form of fur (yasak). When they failed to supply yasak, Russians 
would take hostages until they received the furs (Forsyth, 1992, p. 61).  
Prior to Russian colonization, Eveny had small reindeer herds for hunting and 
transport (Vitebsky & Alekseyev, 2015b). When the Russians arrived in Northeastern Siberia 
during their ambitious settlement of Northern Eurasia, Eveny lived in the Verkhoyansk, 
Suntar-Khayat, and Cherskiy Mountains and only travelled to valleys during summer to trade 
(Forsyth, 1992, p. 79). Shortly after the appearance of Russians, many Eveny tried to escape 
by moving north. Those who were unable to do so greatly increased their herds’ sizes to a) 
cover greater distances to acquire yasak and b) trade more meat with burgeoning Russian 
outposts for desired items (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 34). In exchange, the Russians supplied Eveny 
with tobacco, tea, guns/ammunition, and vodka. Trade with Russians enabled some Eveny 
chiefs to become wealthy, and a number amassed huge herds of over 18,000 reindeer 
(Vitebsky, 2005, p. 34). This unbalanced economic pattern persisted for over a century. 
2.5.2 The Soviet era. When Soviet power reached Eveny communities in the 1920s, 
following the formation of the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR, aka the Soviet 
Union) in 1922, Eveny society was disrupted (Ulturgasheva, 2012). The Soviet Union 
brought acculturation and ‘civilization’ to Eveny villages: wealthy chiefs were “violently 
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attacked” due to their affluence (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 34); medical professionals in Soviet 
clinics, rather than shamans, treated Eveny; and the Soviets swiftly exiled, imprisoned, or 
executed shamans (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 7). From the 1960s, the Soviets took Eveny 
children from their parents and placed them in obligatory boarding schools (internaty), where 
many children were “miserable and frustrated” and, thus, poorly behaved (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 
190-191). Vitebsky (1989, p. 217) reports “[internaty] are widely blamed for blocking the 
transmission of native culture between generations and making them virtual strangers.” 
The USSR’s desire to sedentarize Indigenous Siberian nomads and collectivize their 
labour perhaps imparted the greatest changes on Eveny (Vitebsky, 1989). Sedentarization 
provided a means for the USSR to exert power over nomads, which were previously difficult 
to control, given their lack of a permanent location (Vitebsky & Alexseyev, 2015a). Thus, 
after 1922, the gradual move towards collectivization, sedentarization, and state-management 
of herding and hunting began (Slezkine, 1994). This reorganization began to reach Eveny 
between 1929 and 1930 (Levin & Vasil’yev, 1964). In an effort to make herding more 
productive, the Soviets appropriated most reindeer, transferring them to collective farms 
(Vitebsky, 2005). Rich herders and shamans were not allowed to join this new system 
(Fondahl, 1998). Herders who refused to give up their animals were shot or exiled. Many 
herders resisted by eating their reindeer or releasing them to the wild. Between 1927-1934, 
almost a million domestic reindeer disappeared, as their reported population plummeted from 
2.2 to 1.4 million (Vitebsky, 2005). The state further burdened herders by confiscating many 
reindeer for transport of government freight (Forsyth, 1992, p. 316).   
Between the 1920–50s, the USSR settled Siberian Indigenous peoples, like Eveny and 
Evenki, in villages to join collective farms (kolkhozy), where they received no wages but 
rather a share of the (often nonexistent) profits (Lavrillier, 2017; Slezkine, 1994). In this new 
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arrangement, many working men continued to herd, while most women worked jobs in the 
village that the Soviets deemed suitable for their gender (Vitebsky, 2010). The Soviets did 
not think more than one woman was needed to look after a brigade of herders (Vitebsky, 
1989, 2010). This period marked the industrialization of herding (Vitebsky, 2010). 
In the 1960s, the state deemed kolkhozy should be converted into sovkhozy (state-
farms), where herders received a paid wage and surplus bonuses (Lavrillier, 2017; Slezkine, 
1994). Vitebsky (2005, p. 63) notes that in some ways this time period was relatively 
comfortable for Eveny. Striving to provide the same quality of life across its empire, 
including its northernmost reaches, the USSR subsidized air transport and shipment of goods, 
such as radios, tea, and sugar, to its most remote communities, including herding camps. 
Soviet-driven changes, however, devastated Eveny families—instigating a “crisis, 
induced by interaction of policy and landscape, in relations between men and women in any 
given generation, and across generations” (Vitebsky, 2010, p. 39). Nomadic life necessitated 
the effective collaboration of whole families. But when the Soviets imposed collective and 
later state-farms—systems designed for Western Russian peasants that did not consider the 
distinct societies, landscapes, and economies of Eveny—many herders’ traditional family 
units became industrialized (Vitebsky, 1989; Vitebsky et al., 1990; Vitebsky & Wolfe, 2001).   
The roles of Eveny men and women in herding camps used to be complementary: 
men tended reindeer, while women “cooked, sewed, ... collected berries and herbs, [and 
provided] laughter, partnership, and affection” (Vitebsky, 2010, p. 40). One or two hired 
‘dinner ladies’ (a term favoured by Vitebsky [2010], the Russian word, chumrabotnitsa, 
means ‘tent worker’), usually herders’ relatives, who cooked and sewed, replaced wives and 
mothers. During herding’s industrialization, more men moved to the village to take on 
administrative or technical jobs, and appointed brigadiers replaced the male heads of families 
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who used to direct herding activities (though often the same person). The industrialization of 
herding to produce meat for Russian workers (e.g., miners) (Vitebsky, 2010), had disastrous 
consequences for many herders. Most herders were almost always on the land and became 
“condemned to a life of near-celibacy” (Vitebsky, 2010, p. 41). Moreover, Eveny women, 
settled in villages and given (limited) access to Soviet media, began to view life at herding 
camps, as well as herders, as not “civilized” or “cultured,” but rather as wild, dirty, drunk, 
and unappealing for marriage (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 193, 2010). Many Eveny women became 
more attracted to the Russian workers that would pass through their villages, whom they 
perceived to be more ‘cultured,’ further worsening gender relations in Eveny communities. 
Women and settled males, thus, were alienated from the land, and herders became a 
“depressed underclass, the foundation of all productivity but still despised for their forest 
existence and excluded from administrative decisions” (Vitebsky, 2010, p. 41). 
During the late 1980s to early 90s, prior to the USSR’s demise, the Soviets 
implemented cost-accounting (khozraschet) measures (Vitebsky, 1989; Vitebsky et al., 
1990). State subsidies declined; flights between Eveny villages ceased; local infrastructure 
(e.g., central heating, roads) stop being repaired; and the cost of goods phenomenally 
increased. The USSR, in dire financial straits, needed the state-farms to be profitable. They 
decided that each farm had to become accountable for its profitability (Vitebsky, 1989). 
Herders became “self-financing” contractors, paid solely based on productivity (Vitebsky, 
2005, p. 63). These measure, though, did not fix the USSR’s problems. 
2.5.3 The post-Soviet period. The collapse of the USSR in 1991 was almost as 
disruptive to Eveny society as its formation. As Sasaki (2003, p. 90) put it, “uncontrolled 
capitalism raged throughout Russia destroying all socialist collective farms and state 
enterprises.” Herding farms stopped getting state support and became fragmented or 
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privatized. Herders ceased receiving wages (or were laid off), and the state’s welfare system 
they would have previously relied on vanished (Sasaki, 2003; Ulturgasheva, 2014). The cost 
of goods further grew, and village infrastructure continued to decay. The unlikelihood that a 
herder would marry, coupled with other reasons (e.g., low/absent wages, a tough life), had 
made herding increasingly unappealing to younger men (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 75; 
Vitebsky, 1992, 2010; Vitebsky et al., 1990). All these changes placed pressure and stress on 
herders and contributed to the high rates of violence, alcoholism, and suicide currently 
present in some Eveny communities (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 238-241; Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 9). 
After the USSR collapsed, Russia began a ‘privatization program’ to increase 
profitability and decrease state expenditure; thus, many state-farms became privatized 
(Sasaki, 2003). Without state support, though, privatized farms usually failed (Gray, 2001). 
In response to these poor socioeconomic circumstances, a new form of reindeer herding 
organization emerged throughout Indigenous communities across Siberia. Obshchiny 
(singular: obshchina) are social units comprised of a family or groups of families that jointly 
own reindeer and manage a territory (Fondahl, 1998; Stammler, 2005; Vitebsky, 2010). 
Indigenous advocates in the 1990s urged the state to give local residents more control of their 
lands and economic destinies by allowing them to form obshchiny. Obshchiny constitute a 
special category of land tenure defined in Russian Federal law that theoretically transfers 
power to locals (Gray, 2001). By supplying herders an organization to make collective 
decisions, obshchiny help garner land rights and greater self-determination (Stammler, 2005), 
as well as reinforce Indigenous Siberians’ identities (Fondahl & Sirina, 2003). 
In addition to creation of obshchiny, Siberian Indigenous peoples became less reliant 
on the state and more self-sufficient through other means during this time period. Eveny in 
the Eveno-Bytantaysky District began hunting and fishing to compensate for their lack of 
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wages and high local food prices (Sasaki, 2003). They hunted Siberian bighorn sheep (Ovis 
nivicola) and wild reindeer and fished (Pika, 1999). Meat would be shared amongst networks 
of relatives and friends. Sirina (2008, p. 27) confirms that for Eveny and other Siberian 
Indigenous peoples, high levels of unemployment led “to nature becoming the only available 
source of food and minimal income”—a pattern that continues to some extent today. 
2.6 The State of Eveny Reindeer Herding Today 
At present, Eveny herders have herds of around 2000 reindeer, managed by six or 
seven Eveny, including one brigadier (captain), who are fed by one or two ‘dinner ladies’ 
(chumrabotnitsa) (Vitebsky, 1989; Vitebsky & Alekseyev, 2015b). Though males and 
females often herd and hunt in childhood, in adulthood these become predominantly male 
activities—however, on rare occasions adult women herd too (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 30-31). 
Herders either work for state-enterprises (GUPs),4 where they are supposed to (but often do 
not) receive a wage from the regional government, or obshchiny, where they do not receive 
set wages but have, inter alia, greater control over their working conditions and can generate 
income via other means, such as selling reindeer meat or hunting (see section 6.2.2.2).  
In both obshchiny and state-farms, most reindeer provide income (i.e., herders sell 
their meat, skin, and antlers); a small number supply transport (Fondahl, 1998; Sántha, 2009). 
Though some herders are unhappy with the state’s recent legal changes to obshchiny land 
tenure (see section 6.1.2.3), Russia’s current political climate—“‘protectionism,’ ... a ... 
weakened ... state paternalism” (Sirina, 2009, p. 158)—means they face difficulty changing 
their circumstances. For instance, S. Nikiforov, an Evenki leader who vocally opposed state-
sanctioned gold-mining, was recently imprisoned (MAC, 2016). 
                                               
4 As Eveny today still use the old term ‘state-farm’ (sovkhoz) for these enterprises, I use this term in this thesis. 
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Herders today spend most of their time herding in the tundra or taiga. Ulturgasheva 
(2012, p. 22) reports that they only visit the village “once or twice a year” to see family and 
friends, have meetings with village administration, receive their salaries and pay bills, and 
have a ‘vacation;’ Ulturgasheva notes this usually means binge-drinking. Most Eveny 
currently do not herd and instead work village jobs. Many have never experienced reindeer 
herding or the nomadic way of life “that sustained their existence and defined their identity” 
(Vitebsky, 2005, p. 188). Despite their sedentarization, Eveny and Evenki communities 
generally still view reindeer herding as a defining component of who they perceive 
themselves to be. Sirina (2008, p. 10) reports that “their attitude toward ecological traditions 
is one way of preserving or constructing their identity in a polyethnic environment [e.g., in 
villages with Eveny and Sakha] and recalling their relatives ... and former nomadic life.”  
Though many Eveny assert the importance of herding to their culture, various other 
factors dissuade youths from herding. Virtual celibacy is a huge deterrent for young men 
(Vitebsky, 2005, p. 209). Many young Eveny women state they “could not imagine marrying 
a herder, because of their lack of conversation [and] culture” (Vitebsky, 2010, p. 43). Women 
view herders’ quietness and reservation—valuable traits while hunting/herding—as 
antithetical to the notions of ‘culture’ and ‘passion’ conveyed by Russian/Western media. 
Vitebsky (2010, p. 43) notes, “young herders with their shy eyes are perceived as blank 
people and the taiga ... as a space ... incapable of engaging [women’s] interest.” 
Herders face other difficulties too. To herd, one must have money; however, herding 
does not provide high wages—or often any wages at all (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 75). 
Reindeer and equipment, such as parkas and sleeping bags that withstand -50°C, are costly, 
which prohibits many Eveny from herding. “[L]ack of cash and inability to pay for everyday 
necessities and support [their] children... in the village or studying in the city [are] factors 
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that make some people leave this job” (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 75). These poor 
socioeconomic conditions, Vitebsky (2010) believes, are why the social and psychological 
issues spurred by herding’s industrialization and the USSR’s collapse continue in the present.  
2.7 Eveny Mental Health Outcomes 
This section does not intend to propagate ‘crisis narratives’ about Eveny. It is 
important to explore Eveny mental health outcomes, as they are relevant to meaning in life. 
Although I describe tragic phenomena in Eveny (and Evenki) communities, I also talk about 
positive occurrences. All Indigenous peoples, like Eveny and Evenki, have vibrant, unique, 
and resilient cultures that are remarkably adapted to their environments and collectively hold 
much brilliant Indigenous knowledge. Takakura (2012), for example, describes how herders 
can distinguish domestic reindeer from their nearly identical wild counterparts simply by 
glancing at them. These peoples do not deserve to be stereotyped as universally plagued by 
poor mental health and in a perpetual state of crisis. Given this topic’s sensitivity, throughout 
this section, I heavily draw from scholars who either are Eveny (i.e., Alekseyev and 
Ulturgasheva) or have spent decades in Eveny communities (e.g., Vitebsky). 
Rates of alcohol abuse, violence, and suicide are high in Eveny (and Evenki) 
communities, particularly amongst males and especially herders (Huusko, 2014; Snodgrass, 
2013; Ulturgasheva, 2012, 2014, 2016; Vitesbky, 2005, 2010). Due to the absence of 
available English and Russian-language statistical data on these communities’ mental 
outcomes, I am unable to report the precise prevalence rates of, for example, alcoholism. 
Instead, I discuss these phenomena using accounts from qualitative sources. 
2.7.1 Alcohol abuse and violence. Though Eveny and Evenki perceive vodka to be 
‘life-giving,’ this substance, introduced by Russian traders to motivate nomadic herders’ 
continued participation in trade (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 86), wreaks havoc on Siberian 
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Indigenous peoples (Savchenko, Bokhan, & Plotnikov, 2015). In the Sakha Republic, 1938.7 
per 100,000 Indigenous persons suffer from alcoholism (Bohan et al., 2012). Vodka is 
expensive (e.g., a litre is equivalent to 20 kg of reindeer meat), which can force people to 
choose between buying food or vodka (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 239). In Topolinoye, Ulturgasheva 
notes a pattern of drinking followed by fighting among young male herders in the village:  
“Young single male reindeer herders ... visit the village in April ... to celebrate 
Reindeer Herder’s Day ... [and] throughout the entire period of their visit they 
are involved in [alcohol] binging, which starts with drinking parties in ... 
camps and continues in the village. In the village, they often get into fights at 
a local house of culture and stay heavily inebriated for several weeks until 
they depart for their camps in the forest.” (Ulturgasheva, 2014, p. 641) 
 
Vitebsky (2005, p. 193) has also observed this pattern of alcohol abuse; he reports that 
in Sebyan he often witnessed drunk herders surrounded by somber, sober women.  
Perhaps some herders view alcohol as an aid to endure being in villages, which 
they experience as places of frustration and restlessness, where they are unable to 
exercise agency (e.g., as hunters); whereas the taiga and tundra are places of 
spirituality, fulfillment (e.g., sustenance), freedom, and autonomy, for both herders and 
their reindeer (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 64). Herders hold these perceptions of village-
life, Vitebsky (2005, p. 184) suggests, because their time spent in villages is 
characterized by lack of movement, which contrasts abruptly with their usual cycles of 
perpetual migration, and this changes how they experience space. 
The “intense violence” in herding camps and villages occurs usually with alcohol, but 
also without it: “violent and premature death touched every family I knew” (Vitebsky, 2005, 
p. 207-208). He relays a story told to him by Alekseyev: “‘My eldest brother was killed ... by 
the brigadier of another camp ... They drank, they fought, he hit my brother ... and the brain 
damage killed him’” (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 208). This is just one of many similar accounts 
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provided by Vitebsky. Though in dated references, Pika and Bogoyavlensky (1995) and Pika, 
Davis, and Krupnik (1993) note a third of Siberian Indigenous peoples die of murder, 
accident, or suicide, which Pika (1999, p. 1-10) links to alcohol abuse. 
2.7.2 Suicide. Suicide is also common in Eveny communities, especially among men  
(Vitebsky, 2005, p. 209). These deaths, like elsewhere in the Arctic (e.g., Fienup-Riordan, 
2000), often occur in clusters (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 210). Though Russian and Sakha 
authorities usually blame suicides on alcohol, Alekseyev notes that this is “too easy” 
(Vitebsky, 2005, p. 210), as many Eveny who have taken their lives have not done so while 
inebriated. “These aren’t weak people, these are people with strong characters, fighting their 
circumstances, and making a protest [with suicide]! Though drunkenness can be a form of 
protest too” (Alekseyev, quoted in Vitebsky, 2005, p. 210). Vitebsky (2005, p. 210) expands 
on this: Alekseyev “painted a terrifying picture of a generation of young men who could see 
no scope for taking control of their destinies, and for whom drinking and killing themselves 
were equivalent. It was as if their drunkenness were already a kind of suicide.”  
 2.7.3 Factors contributing to poor mental health. Vitebsky (2010) suggests young 
men who take their own lives do so in response to the poor socioeconomic conditions they 
have been subjected to since herding’s industrialization. Ulturgasheva (2014, p. 633) 
proposes the roots of poor Eveny mental and social outcomes—the high rates of suicide, 
alcoholism, and violence—stem from “the greatest period of economic deprivation, with 
widespread nonpayment of wages and collapse of the social welfare system” during the late 
1980s to early 90s. These factors, coupled with lack of opportunity, boredom, the virtual 
celibacy of young male herders, and the alienation of Eveny from reindeer herding (Vitebsky, 
2005, p. 209; 2010), have created circumstances that substantially disadvantage younger 
generations of Eveny and place them at greater risk of poor mental health.  
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2.7.4 Glimmers of hope? It is important to acknowledge that life in Eveny and 
Evenki cultures is not solely hallmarked by negative experiences, such as poor mental health. 
For example, Eveny youth are amazingly resilient in the face of their lives’ challenges 
(Ulturgasheva et al., 2014). To frame her discussion of resilience in their communities, 
Ulturgasheva (2014, p. 635) uses the Eveny word khinem (“a term for an ability of a person 
to be strong, resilient, and firm despite all odds”). Eveny youths who grew up herding with 
their parents attribute their resilience (e.g., self-reliance, survival skills) to hunting and 
herding, as well as to independently handling life-threatening situations in the taiga. Key 
social supports, particularly intergenerational relationships, other relatives, and friendships, 
facilitate the capacity of Eveny youths in villages to cope with challenges. For example, 
when their parents binge drink, youths go to a relative’s or friend’s house to get away.  
In Evenki communities, youth are educating their villages to protect their lands from 
resource development, such as pipeline constructions (Dampilon & Plumley, 2003). Sivtseva 
(2015) describes a growing revitalization of Evenki culture, as well as a resurgence of 
youths’ interest in preserving their heritage—what she dubs the ‘new Evenkiness.’ These 
occurrences indicate that although darker aspects of life exist in Eveny and Evenki villages, 
their communities provide contexts for resilience and cultural revitalization to flourish.  
2.8 The Future of Eveny Reindeer Herding: Refuting the ‘Dying Culture’ Trope 
Given the substantial changes that have been thrust on Eveny culture, some scholars 
(e.g., Vitebsky, 2005) have posed the question as to whether Eveny are vymiraiushiy narod—
a people who are dying out—and their reindeer herding way of life will soon fade away 
(Ulturgasheva, 2012; Vitebsky, 2012). The research of Ulturgasheva (2012) counters this.  
In 2003–2004, Ulturgasheva (2012) conducted interviews on expected life trajectories 
with Eveny youth in Topolinoye (700 people; 80% Eveny). Youths who spent the first seven 
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years of their lives herding with their parents in the taiga before moving to the village for 
school anticipated markedly different future life outcomes than youths who grew up in the 
village and never herded reindeer. Even though both groups dreamed of going to university 
in the Sakha Republic’s capital, Yakutsk, village youths wished to stay in the city, while 
taiga youths imagined returning home and bringing back what they had learned to benefit 
their community. During a return visit to the community in 2010, Ulturgasheva (2016) found 
that most of the taiga youths she interviewed did, in fact, return home! She suggests that 
attachment to reindeer is what inspired their return. For example, one 17-year old taiga youth 
left Topolinoye to undertake post-secondary studies in Yakutsk. He eventually returned to 
Topolinoye to work as a herder—“the magnetism of the reindeer was the dynamic force that 
[drove] his eventual return” (Ulturgasheva, 2016, p. 61). It is this unique affinity to reindeer 
that may provide many Eveny men with a key source of meaning in life.  
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Chapter 3. Literature Review: Meaning in Life 
An important aspect of mental health is meaning in life (Ivtzan et al., 2016). But what 
exactly does ‘meaning’ entail? I answer this question below by defining meaning in life, 
describing some limited Indigenous perspectives on meaning, explaining the relationship 
between meaning and wellbeing, outlining what is necessary to experience meaning, and 
unraveling the association of identity and meaning-making.  
3.1 What is Meaning in Life?  
The term ‘meaning in life’ refers to phenomena that make people feel as though their 
lives are worthwhile and significant, that which provides a reason or purpose for living 
(Ivtzan et al., 2016). Sources of meaning include: work, hobbies, romantic and platonic 
relationships, creative endeavors, generativity (activities that benefit future generations), and 
religion (Ivtzan et al., 2016). A parent could find meaning by raising her or his child; others 
may do so by volunteering. A person may have an overarching meaning (e.g., work), but still 
experience meaning in other domains (e.g., religion) (Reker & Wong, 1988). 
3.1.1 How do we experience meaning? People experience meaning when they 
“comprehend themselves and the world ... and identify what they are trying to accomplish in 
their lives” (Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, & Lorentz, 2008, p. 200). Although what meaning 
looks like is different for everyone, meaning entails goal-directed behaviour (Ryff & Singer, 
1998), has emotional dimensions (Reker & Wong, 1988), is often tied to spirituality 
(Emmons, 2004), and is derived from a sense of self-worth and self-justification (Baumeister, 
1991). The intensity with which a person searches for meaning also varies, but those without 
meaning have a tendency to seek it (Steger, Kashdan et al., 2008). According to Frankl 
(1959/2006, p. 99), meaning is “the primary motivational force in [hu]man[s].” The drive for 
meaning is strong in part because searching for and experiencing this phenomenon enables 
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people to organize and understand their life experiences in order to learn what they want out 
of life and where they fit in the ‘grand scheme of things’ (Steger, 2009, 2012).  
As mentioned, how people experience the world, and, thus, construct meaning, is 
shaped by their cultures (Wong, 2011, 2013, 2016). Although Russian and Western media 
influence Eveny, like other Indigenous groups, their ways of existing in the world differ from 
experiences typically found in Western culture (and studied by Western researchers). Thus, 
in order to contemplate how meaning-making may differentially manifest between Western 
and Indigenous societies, I must explore associated Indigenous views.  
3.2 Meaning in Life for Indigenous Peoples 
Little research explicitly explores what constitutes a meaningful existence from 
Indigenous perspectives. Most that has been published is theoretical (e.g., Halloran, 2004; 
McCormick & Wong, 2006; O’Rourke, Kochuten et al., 2018; Salzman, 2001; Salzman & 
Halloran, 2004), or mentions meaning in a cursory manner (e.g., O’Rourke, Turner, & 
Ritchie, 2018)—e.g., O’Rourke, Kochuten et al. (2018) gave a theoretical account for how 
commercial fishing, religion, and cultural revitalization offer Unangan/s protection from poor 
mental health. Although we discussed how these activities likely imbue the lives of 
Unangan/s with meaning, we did not include any Unangax perspectives on meaning in life.  
3.2.1 Meaning from Indigenous perspectives. Some Indigenous scholars have 
indirectly broached the topic of meaning. Though below I seemingly describe a ‘universal 
Indigenous experience,’ each Indigenous culture, community, and person is unique. I merely 
summarize some commonalities that Indigenous scholars have noted across this populace.  
Ansloos (2017, p. 14), a Cree scholar, notes that the existences of many Indigenous 
peoples throughout the world are characterized by: respectful relationships with their 
environments’ spiritual inhabitants, interconnectivity with their communities and cultures, 
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and resistance to colonial oppression.5 Ansloos (2017) argues revitalization of Indigenous 
cultures—processes informed by these factors—can provide Indigenous peoples with an 
ethical and moral framework congruent with the four corners of the medicine wheel: 
wholeness, balance, harmony, and healing. By guiding the lives of many Indigenous peoples, 
these factors likely also influence their experiences of meaning through provision of goals.  
Battiste (2015, p. 18), a Mi’kmaw scholar, reports her purpose is to learn all that her 
“spirit guide” has decided she must learn. Each person has a ‘spirit guide,’ which is “[the 
spirit] that travel[s] with [them] throughout ... life, providing inspiration, guidance, and 
nourishment to fulfill the purpose of the life journey ahead” (Battiste, 2015, p. 18). These 
spirits know each person’s unique purpose and provide knowledge and guidance to ensure 
that one does not stray far from the path the spirits have chosen. Although all purposes are 
unique, in this perspective, each person’s life journey, and, by extension, meaning-making 
processes, revolve around learning, which shapes who one becomes.  
3.2.2 Wellbeing of Indigenous groups: Empirical studies. Despite the scarcity of 
empirical research on life meaning with Indigenous peoples, quality-of-life and health studies 
give clues as to which factors are important for wellbeing, and meaning-making, among 
Indigenous groups. Factors that pertain to Indigenous culture (i.e., aspects of culture that do 
not stem from Western acculturation) are perhaps the most frequently discussed correlates of 
wellbeing in Indigenous peoples. A huge body of literature demonstrates that engagement 
and identification with Indigenous culture (e.g., adherence to Indigenous rather than Western 
life-ways, feelings of connectedness to one’s culture/community, cultural revitalization) are 
associated with psychological wellbeing (e.g., decreased stress) in Indigenous persons in 
                                               
5 Self-determination is argued by Indigenous (e.g., Alfred & Corntassel, 2005) and non-Indigenous scholars 
(e.g., Battell Lowman & Barker, 2016) to be of paramount importance to the wellbeing of Indigenous cultures. 
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North America and Australia (e.g., Allen et al., 2014; Berman, 2014; Big-Canoe & 
Richmond, 2014; Chandler & Lalonde, 1998; Condon et al., 1995; Hallet, Chandler, & 
Lalonde, 2007; Harder et al., 2012; Henry et al., 2012; Kenyon & Carter, 2010; Long, 2014; 
McIvor & Napolean, 2009; Mohatt et al., 2011; O’Rourke, Kochuten et al., 2018; O’Rourke, 
Turner, & Ritchie, 2018; Rasmus, Allen, & Ford, 2014; Rasmus, Charles, & Mohatt, 2014; 
Usborne & Taylor, 2010; Wexler, 2006; Wolsko, Lardon, Mohatt, & Orr, 2007).  
McCormick and Wong (2006) compiled factors that research indicates play a role in 
helping Indigenous persons in North America recover from trauma: balance of one’s 
spiritual, physical, emotional, and mental dimensions; interconnectedness to the world 
outside oneself (e.g., to family, community, culture, the environment); spiritual ties to the 
spirits of one’s environment; Indigenous healing; pre-contact Indigenous culture; family and 
community; emotional expression; having mentors; and maintaining a connection with 
nature. Levesque and Li (2014) found Indigenous peoples in central Canada consider health 
of their environment, as well their families and communities, to be integral to their wellbeing. 
Other research has explored Indigenous wellbeing on a community rather than 
individual level. Chandler and Lalonde (1998) correlated community attributes indicative of 
‘cultural continuity’ (i.e., the maintenance of Indigenous culture despite colonization) with 
Indigenous youth suicide rates in BC, Canada. They found that the fewest suicides occurred 
in communities with self-government (18.2 suicides per 100,000 persons vs. 121 in 
communities without), land claims (86.8 vs. 147.3), in-community education (71.1 vs. 
116.2), in-community health services (89 vs. 125.1), in-community cultural facilities (99.4 
vs. 128.7), and in-community police/fire services (99 vs. 123.7). Papillon (2008) and Salée 
(2006) indicate self-determination of communities and their traditional lands, capacity to 
partake in aspects of Indigenous culture (e.g., subsistence hunting), as well as environmental, 
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community, and personal heath, are important to Indigenous quality of life in Canada.  
Researchers in a Russian context often report “the main indicator of... quality of life 
of [I]ndigenous peoples of the North is a traditional activity ... reindeer herding” (Kistova, 
Pimenova, Zamaraeva, & Reznikova, 2014, p. 597). They state the ability of Siberian 
Indigenous peoples, including Eveny and Evenki, to successfully herd reindeer is central to 
their wellbeing. The factor that has the greatest potential to affect reindeer herd health, they 
indicate, is environmental degradation (e.g., resource extraction or industrial development 
threatening grazing grounds). Given the key role herding reindeer and hunting play in Eveny 
and Evenki cultures (Anderson, 2000; Fondahl, 1998; Sirina, 2006; Vitebsky, 2005), the 
connection between their wellbeing and reindeer herding is consistent with the literature that 
demonstrates a relationship between engagement with Indigenous culture and wellbeing in 
Indigenous communities in North America and Australia (e.g., Chandler & Lalonde, 1998).  
The research cited above alludes to common themes pertaining to wellbeing that may 
exist across Indigenous groups. Repeated mentions of traditional land-use indicates that 
capacity to access/use ancestral land affects the psychological lives of Indigenous peoples. 
Other studies corroborate the unique mental relationships Indigenous groups have with their 
territories. Albrecht et al. (2007) describe solastalgia—a ‘psychoterratic’ (mind/earth) illness 
Indigenous persons in Australia experience after their lands have been degraded by resource 
extraction and industrialization. Perhaps a contributing factor to solastalgia is an inability to 
experience meaning: if one is accustomed to using land to support oneself, and this is a 
source of meaning, then if one is no longer able to use land, that source of meaning is gone.  
3.3 Meaning in Life and Wellbeing 
Though research on meaning in Indigenous groups is scant, studies conducted in 
Western culture demonstrate the effects feelings of meaningfulness have on mental health. 
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Greater meaning is associated with decreased depression, anxiety, negative emotions, and 
need for therapy (Battista & Almond, 1973; Chamberlain & Zika, 1988; Debats, Van der 
Lubbe, & Wezeman, 1993), as well as increased optimism, stress-coping, life satisfaction, 
and positive emotions (Hicks & King, 2009b; Steger, 2012; Steger, Kashdan, & Oishi, 2008). 
Having less meaning is associated with mental health problems—e.g., substance abuse 
(Kinnier, Metha, Keim, & Okey, 1994). Many psychologists even argue that meaning is 
essential for mental health (King, Hicks, Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006; Ryff & Singer, 1998).  
3.4 What is Necessary for Meaning in Life? 
Wong (1998) states meaning in life emerges from three components: cognition (a 
person has a sufficient understanding of her or his life and what he or she values to create 
goals), behaviour (a person engages in behaviours to achieve goals), and emotion (the feeling 
of satisfaction that emerges when goals are fulfilled). If either the cognitive or behaviour 
components do not transpire, the emotion component will not occur, and a person will not 
experience meaning. A sense of who one is and what one wants out of life (i.e., the cognitive 
component) results from psychological processes pertaining to identity. Thus, I expected 
literature on identity would help me unravel Eveny experiences of meaning. Before I explore 
this research, I first must discuss how the concept of meaning is applicable across cultures. 
3.5 The Universality of Meaning in Life 
 While doing this project, I have often been asked how I can apply the “Western 
construct” of meaning to an Indigenous people. A stereotypic assumption appears to be that 
Indigenous and Western cultures have little in common. Though many differences present 
between Indigenous and Western societies, numerous similarities exist, as well as substantial 
variations among Indigenous groups. Indigenous societies are as complex and heterogeneous 
as their non-Indigenous counterparts; the label ‘Indigenous’ simply refers to some shared 
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attributes (section 1.1); many Indigenous societies are hugely dissimilar.6 To assume 
concepts like meaning, even if one believes they stem from Western culture, do not apply to 
all Indigenous groups without familiarizing oneself with the literature can be generalizing. 
To answer to the above question, meaning in life is a universal aspect of the human 
experience (Wong, 2013, 2016). To make the case that feelings of meaning in life occur in 
peoples across all cultures, I will first describe this field of inquiry’s non-Western influences, 
followed by a discussion of what cross-cultural research on meaning in life has found. 
 Perhaps the first evidence we have of our species tackling the question of how to live 
a meaningful life can be found in Buddhist teachings, some of which date back to 2,600 years 
before present (Bhikkhu, 2017). Though Buddhism and Positive Psychology, the field that 
studies meaning, have different ideas about ‘the self,’ in many ways these knowledge 
systems converge (Ivtzan et al., 2016). Buddhist monk Bhikku (2017, p. 5, 8) describes how 
the karma system can lead to a sense of meaning: “the teaching of karma offers an important 
perspective on how best to relate ... to the present, ... the past and future in a way that can 
make you lastingly happy;” “the Buddha’s vision is this: even our sense of self is the result of 
action. It’s a strategy for happiness.” The first quote suggests adherence to the karma system 
entails all three components of meaning outlined by Wong (1998): cognition (i.e., having 
values that constitute a karmic perspective), behaviour (i.e., acting in a manner consistent 
with the karma system), and emotion (i.e., “lasting happiness”). The second quote is similar 
to how Positive Psychologists believe our self-concepts permit us to know what we value, 
engage in consistent behaviour, and feel positive emotions as a result; they enable us to 
develop a “strategy for happiness.” These quotes exemplify just one of surely many ways our 
                                               
6 For example, the closest common ancestor of Australian Aboriginals and Inuit lived over 50-70,000 years ago 
(Hudjashov et al., 2007). These groups have since developed different life-ways based on their environments.  
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species has sought meaning in life since we first appeared over 200,000 years ago.  
Academia, including Psychology, is inherently Western; Western academics with 
Western ontologies typically use Western epistemologies to address Westerners’ hypotheses. 
I by no means intend to disregard research undertaken by non-Westerners, but this describes 
most North American studies. Although such a pattern applies to Positive Psychology, this 
field is also heavily influenced by Buddhism and other Eastern philosophies (Ivtzan et al., 
2016). Wong (2011), the father of Positive Psychology’s most recent manifestation, PP 2.0, 
spent the first 30 years of his life in China and adopted many Eastern beliefs. PP 2.0 draws 
from the Yin/Yang dichotomy and “Indigenous [Chinese] Psychology,” stemming from 
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism (Wong, 2016, p. 1). Like Indigenous cultures, East 
Asian societies tend to be collectivistic and emphasize interconnectedness between people 
and environments (Earley, 1989), suggesting the concept of meaning in life is applicable in 
both collectivistic and individualistic (e.g., Western) cultures. So, is my assertion that 
meaning in life is present across cultures further supported by cross-cultural studies?  
 Much research indicates that meaning in life is a human universal (Leong & Wong, 
2003; Pedrotti, Edwards, & Lopez, 2009; Wong, 2013, 2016; Wong & Wong, 2006). The 
Meaning in Life Questionnaire, which has been translated into 35 different languages, from 
Bulgarian to Urdu (Steger, n.d.), and the Sources of Meaning and Meaning in Life 
Questionnaire (Schnell, 2009) are popular ways to evaluate meaning. Researchers have 
recently empirically validated these measures in numerous non-Western contexts, including 
Brazil (Damásio, Koller, & Schnell, 2013), Chile (Steger & Samman, 2012), China (Chan, 
2014), Hong Kong (Pan, Wong, Chan, & Joubert, 2008; Pan, Wong, Joubert, & Chan, 2008), 
Japan (Steger, Kawabata, Shimai, Otake, 2008), South Africa (Temane, Khumalo, & 
Wissing, 2014), and Turkey (Boyraz, Lightsey, & Can, 2013), as well as in Russia (Petrovich 
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et al., 2015). These studies suggest that meaning appears across cultures and positively 
correlates with increased psychological wellbeing and negatively correlates with decreased 
psychological wellbeing—just as it is in Western culture. Some researchers even propose that 
greater meaning among non-Western persons protects from negative psychological outcomes 
due to acculturation (Pan, Wong, Chan et al., 2008; Pan, Wong, Joubert et a., 2008; Wong, 
2013). But these studies do not suggest that how meaning presents in every context is similar. 
In the same way sadness occurs across cultures, so does meaning (Wong, 2013); it is 
how such concepts manifest among contexts that can differ (Roseman, Dhawan, Rettek, & 
Thapa, 1995; Sauter, Eisner, Ekman, & Scott, 2010). For example, the notion of ‘life 
satisfaction’ exists in both Norwegian and Inuit cultures, but exactly what life satisfaction 
looks like varies between them (Vittersø, Biswas-Diener, & Diener, 2005). Like life 
satisfaction, meaning is an individual lived experience—“the outcome of a subjective 
judgment process” (Hicks & King, 2009a, p. 638)—molded by one’s culture (Wong, 2013, 
2016). Whether a person derives meaning in life by pursuing, for example, material success, 
as is emphasized in Western culture, or through interconnectedness with others, prioritized 
by many Indigenous cultures, fulfilling one’s values is subjectively experienced as 
meaningful; this is a human universal (Wong, 2013). This is to say that research on meaning 
in life is certainly possible in non-Western cultures, one just needs to “understand what each 
culture values as necessary for the good life” (Leong & Wong, 2003, p. 1).  
3.6 What is Identity? 
As noted (section 3.4), feelings of meaning in life emerge from one’s identity—but 
what exactly is ‘identity’? And what does it have to do with meaning-making processes? 
Though ‘identity’ has been ascribed many different meanings (e.g., Reedy-Maschner, 2010), 
Positive Psychologists conceptualize it as a tool we use to comprehend ourselves and our 
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world (Ivtzan et al., 2016). Erikson (1968/1994, p. 50) considers identity to be “the style of 
one’s individuality.” Marcia (1980, p. 159) says identity is “a self-structure—an internal, 
self-constructed, dynamic organization of drives, abilities, and individual history.” McAdams 
(2005) and McAdams et al. (2001) conceptualize identity as the dynamic internal narrative, 
or story, one tells about oneself in order to form a coherent and understandable sense of self. 
The above explanations acknowledge that identity is a dynamic psychological process 
which, by making sense of and organizing who they are, enables people to comprehend their 
places in reality and structure their life narratives. These definitions, however, pack much 
information into brief sentences. I will break apart the concept of identity and explain each of 
its components. My understandings of these mental phenomena draw from a broad review of 
identity-related Psychology literature undertaken by Oyserman, Elmore, and Smith (2012). 
3.6.1 Identity and self-concept. Oyserman et al. (2012, p. 69, 94) state “identities are 
the traits and characteristics, social relations, roles, and social group memberships that define 
who one is,” which “include content and readiness to act and employ mindsets to make 
meaning.” For example, an Eveny herder will likely have a herder identity, an Eveny 
identity, and perhaps the identity of a father—all of which are accompanied by unique ways 
of understanding and existing in the world. But identities are not simply concrete phenomena 
or labels people collect like trading-cards; rather, they are a psychological processes that use 
all of the information people know about themselves to understand who they are.  
People’s identities flow from their self-concepts (Oyserman et al., 2012). Researchers 
have defined self-concepts as what comes to mind when people describe themselves (Stets & 
Burke, 2003; Stryker, 1980; Tajfel, 1981), what people believe to be true about themselves 
(Forgas & Williams, 2002), and peoples’ understandings of their personalities (Markus & 
Kross, 1990). Self-concepts house our describable traits—all that we explicitly know about 
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our subconscious ‘selves,’ the sense of ‘me-ness’ that experiences the world (Oyserman et 
al., 2012). By housing such content, self-concepts allow us to know ourselves (Berzonsky, 
1988, 1990, 2011). This self-knowledge is what our identities process.  
Through the creation of autobiographical memories, our self-concepts contain 
information about who we were yesterday, which informs who we are today and who we 
want to be tomorrow (Oyserman & Markus, 1998). As self-concepts and identity enable us to 
understand ourselves, they permit us to comprehend our places in our day-to-day lives and 
where we fit in our world. For example, Eveny youth in Topolinoye envisioned life 
trajectories for themselves that varied based on their backgrounds as either herders or non-
herders (Ulturgasheva, 2012). Their backgrounds informed their self-concepts, which 
influenced their imagined futures (i.e., whether or not they later would work as herders).  
Some self-concepts “effectively facilitate self-regulation” (Oyserman et al., 2012, p. 
73), but others do not, which can cause us to abandon goals prematurely or harm self-esteem 
(Oyserman, Bybee, Terry, & Hart-Johnson, 2004; Schwinghammer, Stapel, & Blanton, 
2006). Whether self-concepts facilitate self-regulation depends on their articulation. 
Organized, well-structured self-concepts promote self-regulation more than those that are 
not. To illuminate what I mean by this, think of a stereotypical absent-minded professor. 
Though this professor may be disorganized and forgetful, her self-concept is structured in a 
manner that compartmentalizes these negative traits, and she never feels as though she cannot 
succeed in academia (Showers, Abramson, & Hogan, 1998).  
People can have multiple self-concept structures, like how they view themselves in 
the present, the future, or as perceived by others (Oyserman et al., 2012). Some of us may 
structure our self-concepts around salient phenomena, such as age, ethnicity, gender, 
occupation, or our accomplishments. Self-concepts, though, also house subtler information, 
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such as self-esteem, self-worth, political and social views, and emotional stability. When we 
encounter information related to one or more of our self-concepts, we have a tendency to 
better remember and more efficiently process it (Markus, Crane, Bernstein, & Siladi, 1982). 
For example, Eveny herders will almost definitely recall and process information that 
pertains to reindeer or their landscapes better than their village-dwelling counterparts.  
3.6.1.1 Self-concept and context. People tend to behave in a manner they perceive to 
be consistent with their self-concepts (Oyserman, 2008; Oyserman, Brickman, & Rhodes, 
2007). Given our species’ vast autobiographical memories and the many experiences we have 
had living as our ‘selves,’ we usually feel we know ourselves fairly well (Fivush, 2011). This 
sense of knowing guides the choices we make in life and our goals (Oyserman et al., 2012). 
What we think we know about our selves, however, is often mistaken (Oyserman et 
al., 2012). Though we often feel like who we are remains constant over time, this is not so; 
self-concepts and identities are fluid, malleable, and constantly adapting to present contexts. 
As Oyserman et al. (2012, p. 70) put it, “identities [and self-concepts] are not the fixed 
markers people assume them to be but are instead dynamically constructed in the moment.” 
The way people behave is not directly the result of their identities/self-concepts; rather, their 
behaviour stems from who they perceive themselves to be in a given context. This is 
corroborated by research that has found that when people are describing themselves, whether 
they focus on their unique traits, social relationships, or other factors depends on immediate 
contextual clues. After reading a paragraph that uses first person singular pronouns (‘I,’ 
‘me’), people tend to describe themselves as individuals; but when asked to read a paragraph 
with plural pronouns (‘we,’ ‘us’), they more often subsequently describe themselves as 
embedded in a social network (Trafimow, Triandis, & Goto, 1991; Triandis, 1989).  
Contextual factors that influence how our identities process information from our 
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self-concepts exist at macro, middle, and micro levels (Oyserman et al., 2012). Macro-level 
factors include societal and cultural traits, as well as the point in history in which one lives 
(Oyserman & Lee, 2007, 2008a, 2008b; Oyserman & Uskul, 2008). Middle-level factors 
include prior life experiences, family traits, and aspects of one’s community (Chen & Chen, 
2010; Oyserman & Yoon, 2009). Micro-level circumstantial factors include one’s current 
state of mind, a situation’s mental ramifications, and phenomena in daily life caused by 
macro and middle-level contexts (Hogg, 2003, 2006; Oyserman et al., 2012; Oyserman & 
Markus, 1993, 1998; Tajfel & Turner, 2004). For example, as discussed, what it means to be 
an Eveny reindeer herder out on the tundra and a herder in the village are different things. 
These factors indicate that self-concepts and identities are socially-constructed 
(Oyserman et al., 2012). We often define ourselves and shape our life trajectories based on 
what is considered important by those around us. In addition, “being a self requires others 
who reinforce and endorse one’s selfhood” (Oyserman et al., 2012, p. 76), which helps form 
self-esteem. People alter their behaviours and appearances to make others view them in the 
same way that they see themselves (Oyserman, 2009a, 2009b). For example, ethnic-minority 
persons in the USA will alter their actions to be more in line with how they believe members 
of their own cultures should act (Oyserman, Brickman, Bybee, & Celious, 2006). Similar 
effects have been found among American and British persons when they are reminded of 
their American or British identities (Berger & Rand, 2008; Tarrant & Butler, 2011), 
demonstrating this effect is not limited to ‘minority’ cultures.  
3.6.1.2 Further clarity on identity. It may seem that the boundaries between self-
concepts and identities are blurry. Indeed, some researchers, such as Erikson (1951, 
1968/1994), use ‘identity’ in a manner synonymous with how I have described self-concepts. 
In accordance with others (e.g., Abrams, 1994, 1999; Hogg, 2003; Serpe, 1987; Stryker & 
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Burke, 2000; Tajfel & Turner, 2004), I conceptualize ‘identity’ as “a way of making sense of 
some aspect or part of self-concept” (Oyserman et al., 2012, p. 73). Identity is the malleable 
and active processing of who one is in a given circumstance.  
3.7 Identity and Meaning-Making 
By allowing us to envision who we wish to be in the future (Oyserman et al., 2012), 
and pick up on important aspects of our realities (Oyserman, 2009a, 2009b), identities enable 
us to form worthwhile goals, and, thus, provide pathways to desirable future outcomes. 
People pursue and find meaningful goals that are congruent with their identities (Oyserman et 
al., 2012)—e.g., an Eveny herder will likely have goals that are consistent with herding.  
As discussed (section 3.6.1.2), identities and self-concepts are dynamically 
constructed. So, if identities are composed moment-by-moment, how can people pursue long-
term, meaningful goals? To answer this query, Oyserman et al. (2012) use the example of 
Plato’s ship. Plato posed the question: if someone who owns a ship over time replaces all of 
its parts, is it still the same ship? Oyserman et al. (2012) state that it is both the same ship (it 
functions as it always has) and a different ship (it has all new parts). They report that self-
concepts and identities are the same. On one hand, “self and identity do their job of making 
meaning, focusing attention, and sustaining goal-focused regulation” (Oyserman et al., 2012, 
p. 79). On the other, “what one focuses on, what one’s goals appear to be, and how one 
works towards them” change over time with shifting identities and self-concepts (Oyserman 
et al., 2012, p. 79). Though self-concepts and identities (and goals) do change, they continue 
to operate as they should, and people experience themselves as stable, continuous entities. 
The stability of peoples’ goals is actually dependent on the stability of the contexts that 
influence their identities (according to Oyserman et al. [2012], we currently do not yet know 
precisely how identity predicts behaviours in a consistent manner over time). 
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Through setting goals we consider worthwhile, our identities implore us to take action 
and fulfill our aspirations. In other words, our identities shape (or are) Wong’s (1998) 
cognitive aspect of meaning and direct the behavioural component. Achieving our goals 
subsequently triggers feelings of satisfaction and other emotions associated with meaning in 
life (the emotion component). Therefore, identity-processing is a critical component of 
meaning-making. As traditional land-use (herding, hunting) is central to Eveny and Evenki 
identities and cultures (Anderson, 1998, 2000; Fondahl, 1998; Sirina, 2006; Vitebsky, 2005, 
2010, 2012), and identity shapes a person’s experiences of meaning, I anticipated identity-
based variations could influence herders’ and non-herders’ experiences of meaning. Some 
potential sources of such variation are identity cohesion and culture. 
3.8 Identity Cohesion 
Identity’s functions, including finding and experiencing meaning, are optimized when 
people perceive their identities as cohesive entities, with all of their unique attributes bound 
together by an overarching sense of self (Ivtzan et al., 2016; McAdams, 2005). When one’s 
identity has cohesion—“a generalized feeling of synthesis, clarity, [and] purpose ... not 
confined to one specific identity domain” (Syed et al., 2013, p. 145)—one’s distinct traits and 
life events are written into a story with an understandable plot. This narrative—a 
manifestation of identity—enables people to know and describe ‘who they really are.’ 
Cohesive self-knowledge permits people to pursue meaningful goals that make sense and are 
consistent across various aspects of their self-concepts, as well as more consistently engage 
in goal-directed behaviour to achieve these goals. Indeed, research demonstrates perceived 
self-knowledge and identity cohesion are both associated with greater meaning in life 
(Schlegel, Hicks, King, & Arndt, 2011) and psychological wellbeing (Syed et al., 2013).  
Varying identity cohesion in Eveny who herd reindeer vs. those who do not herd 
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could theoretically affect their experiences of meaning. Eveny culture, of which reindeer 
herding is a central facet (Vitebsky, 2005), is a macro-level context that influences Eveny 
self-concepts and, thus, identities. An additional contextual factor is outsiders telling Eveny 
what constitutes ‘being Eveny’ (e.g., a common saying in the Sakha Republic is “without 
reindeer, there will be no Eveny”). Though Eveny often repeat this sentiment, the notion that 
to be Eveny is to be a herder has also been propagated by the state. Takakura (2002, p. 28) 
points out that the creation of the Eveno-Bytantaysky District, a district dedicated to the 
interests of Eveny, “...produced discourse of a ‘more generalized package of [Eveny] culture’ 
as exemplified by a ‘focal image’ of reindeer herding, which was usually associated with 
traditional culture.” So, some Eveny here may have experienced an implicit societal 
expectation that they should herd. At present, it is difficult for Eveny to herd, and most now 
live in settlements. Thus, parts of settled male Eveny identities that emerge from living in a 
village, and the notion that ‘to be Eveny is to herd,’ may not be cohesive. This hypothetical 
lack of cohesion could affect their experiences of meaning. That is, settled Eveny may feel 
they should be herding, but do not herd, and, thus, cannot derive meaning from this source.  
3.9 Identity and Culture 
Identity and meaning are also influenced by one’s cultural worldview (Wong, 2013, 
2016)—i.e., a culturally-determined way of viewing and interpreting reality. When people 
tell their life narratives, they tell their stories in a manner dictated by the particular 
‘biography style’ of their culture (i.e., how lives are expected to unfold in their society), 
which, then, influences how they find and experience meaning (McAdams, 2005). The 
biography style of mainstream American culture, for example, emphasizes tracing present 
issues back to previous problems, as well as themes of epiphanies and ‘turning points’ 
(McAdams, 2006). In contrast, the life narratives of Inuit often mention themes of culture-
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loss and social problems (de la Sablonnière, Saint-Pierre, Taylor, & Annahatak, 2011).  
By living in a culture, people internalize its collectively-endorsed sense of reality, 
which becomes incorporated into their identities and shapes their everyday activities 
(Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe, 2004), thus, guiding their experiences of meaning. 
Hunting and herding, core facets of Eveny and Evenki cultures, are good examples 
(Anderson, 1998; Brandi!auskas, 2017; Fondahl, 1998; Vitebsky, 2005). The quest to, say, 
achieve hunting success, gives them values and goals (Wong’s [1998] cognitive component 
of meaning), influences what they do on a day-to-day basis (behavioural component), and, 
therefore, shapes their identities and experiences of meaning. The feelings of satisfaction that 
arise following hunting success constitute the emotion meaning component. 
The above example illustrates a possible means by which a culture’s worldview can 
shape the formation of its constituents’ identities and, in turn, meaning-making (Becker 
1973/1997; Greenberg & Arndt, 2011; Kashima, 2010; Taylor & Usborne, 2010; Usborne & 
de la Sablonnière, 2014). Colonization may have created a discord between Indigenous 
peoples’ cultural worldviews and their lived realities, which could theoretically negatively 
affect their ability to find and experience meaning (Halloran, 2004; Salzman, 2001; Salzman 
& Halloran, 2004). If one’s cultural worldview deems an activity valuable and a facet of 
‘proper personhood,’ but one is unable to engage in the activity, one does not have this 
source of meaning. This is illustrated by a letter written by ethnographer John Swanton about 
the Haida’s circumstances during colonization: “the missionary has suppressed all the dances 
and has been instrumental in having all the old houses destroyed—everything in short that 
makes life worth living” (Vaillant, 2006, p. 151, emphasis added). A decreased ability to 
engage in herding due to social changes means Eveny living in villages may lack some 
traditional meaning pathways, as they no longer have a) reindeer herding delineating 
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standards of proper personhood and b) a capacity to achieve such standards of personhood. 
This may contribute to why Eveny and Evenki have high rates of psychological and social 
dysfunction (Snodgrass, 2013). Vitebsky (2005, p. 373) describes the story of Arkady, a 
herder who moved to Sebyan. In the village, Arkady bounced from job to job but could not 
find meaningful work. He subsequently became frustrated and no longer derived satisfaction 
out of his life. This account appears to suggest that Arkady was unable to experience feelings 
of meaningfulness in his life. It is precisely this sort of psychological phenomena that I am 
exploring in the present study.  
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Chapter 4. Methodology and Methods 
4.1 Methodology 
To address this study’s research objective—to explore how using land for hunting and 
reindeer herding relates to rural Eveny men’s experiences of meaning in life—I used a 
qualitative methodology. Qualitative researchers examine phenomena through detailed 
accounts of personal experiences (Creswell, 2014). In this project, this entailed gathering 
data, via semi-structured interviews, that describe herders’ and non-herders’ experiences and 
views, then using an inductive form of data analysis (constant comparative analysis, section 
4.6) and descriptive participant pairs (section 5.3) to interpret interviews.  
4.1.1 Interpretivist-constructivist paradigm. As Tuli (2010, p. 99) puts it, “the 
selection of research methodology depends on the paradigm that guides the research.” The 
paradigm—i.e., ontology (understanding of the nature of reality) and epistemology (views on 
the nature of knowledge)—guiding this project is an interpretivist-constructivist worldview 
(Bahari, 2010; Tuli, 2010). This perspective sees reality as constructed, interpreted, and 
experienced by people through social activity and engagement with ever-changing social 
systems (Tuli, 2010). That is, it is characterized by a constructivist ontology and an 
interpretivist epistemology. Such a worldview, common amongst qualitative social scientists, 
reflects a number of my ontological and epistemological assumptions. First, multiple 
subjective realities exist (i.e., people construct their own realities). Second, knowledge is not 
objective; rather, it is subjective and differentially interpreted by different people. Third, 
knowledge is socially-constructed and context specific (e.g., to one’s culture or the point in 
time in which one lives). Research of this sort is interpretive and aims to deeply describe 
phenomena, rather than ascertain cause and effect or ‘prove’ something.  
An interpretivist-constructivist perspective differs from the positivist paradigm 
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adhered to by social scientists using quantitative methodologies (Bahari, 2010; Tuli, 2010). 
The positivist perspective seeks out probabilistic causal ‘laws’ and ‘social facts’ that govern 
human social activity—‘scientific explanations’ akin to those found in the natural sciences 
(Bahari, 2010; Tuli, 2010). In this worldview knowledge is objective, impersonal, and 
attained via empirical observation, measurement, and/or manipulation of variables; social 
phenomena are bound by laws of cause and effect (and, thus, can be predicted); and patterns 
of social reality are stable. In other words, positivists employ a realist/objectivist ontology 
and an empiricist epistemology (Tuli, 2010). Their aim is to “develop the most objective 
[research] methods possible to get the closest approximation of reality” (Tuli, 2010, p. 100).  
It was necessary for me to approach this project from an interpretivist-constructivist 
perspective and use a qualitative methodology for two reasons. First, the present study is 
naturalistic. It investigates social phenomena in natural contexts—the ‘real world’—without 
manipulation or measurement of variables in a relatively controlled environment, methods 
often favoured by positivist quantitative researchers (Creswell, 2014). Second, I sought to 
learn about my participants’ subjective ‘inner realities’ and acquire insight into their life 
experiences—data which standardized quantitative tools cannot fully capture. Traditional 
land-use and meaning in life are both highly complex, personal matters; thus, to describe the 
subtleties of their relationship, as well as how these concepts manifest among herders and 
non-herders, I required rich and detailed qualitative data. As Bahari (2010, p. 17) notes, 
qualitative research is “intensive” and usually provides a ‘deep-dive’ into a small set of data, 
whereas quantitative research is “extensive” and typically explores larger data sets but does 
so more shallowly. In other words, I chose research ‘depth’ over research ‘breadth.’ 
4.1.2 Interviewing. To gather rich, detailed accounts from Eveny herders and non-
herders, I conducted semi-structured qualitative interviews. In semi-structured interviews, 
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researchers ask questions to guide conversations, but questions are worded in a manner that 
enables participants to talk about any related subject that they feel is important (Creswell, 
2014). I deemed the other two types of qualitative interviews—unstructured and structured—
too disorganized and too inflexible, respectively, to gather the range of data that I sought. As 
interviews “allow [researchers] to share the [realities] of others to find out what is going on, 
why people do what they do, and how they understand their worlds” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, 
p. 5), this method can elucidate participants’ individual ‘inner realities’ comprising their life 
experiences in their own words. In the coming chapter, I write about participants’ traditional 
land-use in a descriptive fashion (section 5.1). After I induced and interpreted themes 
pertaining to meaning in life from interviews via constant comparative analysis (section 5.2), 
I used examples of age-matched participants pairs (one herder, one non-herder) to further 
understand groups’ stories and experiences of meaning (section 5.3). 
I contextualized interview data with ethnographic observations, recorded daily in a 
journal. My journal supplied me a way to both think through problems I encountered and 
engage in ongoing self-reflection about how my presence may have affected interviews—an 
important consideration in qualitative research. For example, participants were aware that I 
was in their community to learn about reindeer herding and some, thus, may have told me 
what they thought I wanted to hear (see section 6.1.2 for further discussion on this). 
4.1.3 Inductive reasoning. Qualitative methodologies are inherently inductive 
(Bahari, 2010). They are data-driven, ‘bottom-up’ approaches to reasoning that are “oriented 
toward discovery and process” (Tuli, 2010, p. 100). Inducing themes via constant 
comparative analysis: a) organized and enabled interpretation of vast quantities of qualitative 
data, b) centred this project around participants’ voices (Wilson, 2008), and c) permitted me 
to glimpse participants’ ‘inner worlds.’ An inductive qualitative method of inquiry, thus, was 
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appropriate to illuminate and describe the experiences of meaning in life of Eveny herders 
and non-herders—groups with dissimilar life-ways and, thus, realities—rather than 
quantitatively testing hypothetical group variations, as is often done in deductive research. 
Furthermore, inductive reasoning is useful to generate hypotheses based on a limited set of 
data (i.e., interviews from a small number of community members), which enabled me to 
create theories to account for patterns I noticed among groups’ interview responses.  
4.2 Research Methods  
I used semi-structured qualitative interviews to explore traditional land-use (hunting, 
herding) and feelings of meaning in life among rural male Eveny herders and non-herders. 
4.2.1 Setting. I conducted individual face-to-face interviews, via an interpreter, about 
traditional land-use and meaning between Sept. 3–17, 2018, in Batagay-Alyta (Sakkyryr), 
Sakha Republic (Figure 2). The village, nestled in the Verkhoyansk Mountains’ foothills, is 
home to 1832 people (Rosstat, 2011), most of whom are Sakha or Eveny (Takakura, 2002). 
  
 
Figure 2. Batagay-Alyta (Sakkyryr), the Eveno-Bytantaysky National District, and the Sakha Republic 
(Yakutia) in the Russian Federation, based on Map of Russia – Sakha (Yakutia) (2017).  
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Batagay-Alyta is located two and a half hours by plane north of Yakutsk in the remote 
Eveno-Bytantaysky National District. The village is situated near the western bank of the 
Ulakhan-Sakkyryr River, and not far from the District’s eponymous Bytantay River. Though 
Batagay-Alyta is the administrative centre, in the summer it is only accessible by plane. It is 
possible, but difficult and dangerous, to drive to the village on frozen rivers in the winter. 
A district dedicated towards Eveny, Sakkyryrsky District, was originally formed in 
the 1930s, but abolished in the 1960s (Takakura, 2002; Vitebsky, 1992). To serve Eveny 
interests, the Eveno-Bytantaysky National District was established in 1989, based on the 
boundaries of the herding state-farm ‘Lenin’ (Sasaki, 2003). The District, which is 
characterized by a mix of tundra and taiga, is comprised of the highly-fertile Bytantay River 
Valley and portions of the Verkhoyansk Mountains (Sasaki, 2003). At present, 2867 persons 
(1521 Eveny) live in the Eveno-Bytantaysky National District (Rosstat, 2013b).  
I had hoped to spend at least a month in the village, but my interpreter, Moisei 
Zakharov, needed to return to Yakutsk. M. Zakharov is a Sakha man originally from 
Batagay-Alyta, currently pursuing a PhD in Geography at North-Eastern Federal University 
(NEFU) in Yakutsk. Before fieldwork, I spent a month in Yakutsk to learn about the region 
and gain some rudimentary proficiency in the Russian language. This helped me reduce the 
likelihood of miscommunication with participants by introducing me to Eveny, Sakha, and 
Russian cultures, both through lectures and by speaking with NEFU professors, such as 
Geography professor and partner on my supervisor’s SSHRC project, Antonina Savvinova.  
Prior to data collection, this project was approved by UNBC’s Research Ethics Board. 
I recognize, however, the complexities of using North American research standards in an 
Eveny context. I strived to follow my ethics protocol while also being culturally-sensitive. 
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4.3 Participants 
I conducted 14 semi-structured interviews with two groups of men. Group 1 included 
six Eveny with village-based life-ways; Group 2 included eight herders. Adult males (older 
than 18 years) are the Eveny demographic most likely to engage in herding and hunting 
(Vitebsky, 2010). I gave participants the choice to be identified by name or by a pseudonym 
in my thesis (most opted to be identified). For anonymous participants, I have used 
pseudonyms (indicated via quotation marks) and hidden their precise ages.  
4.3.1 Participant recruitment. I recruited participants through three methods: 
community contacts, chance meetings, and word of mouth. M. Zakharov’s aunt and uncle 
helped me find people with whom to speak by reaching out to local Eveny and asking 
whether they would like to participate in this study. I gathered other participants through 
chance meetings. Further participants were recruited through word of mouth. These processes 
are culturally in line with many Indigenous societies, and how my supervisor has sometimes 
recruited research participants in Siberia.  
4.3.2 Sample size. Given the small population of Batagay-Alyta—1832 people 
(Rosstat, 2011)—14 interviews captured a variety of perspectives that may exist in the 
community (Marshall, 1996). As discussed (section 4.1), addressing my research objective 
necessitated rich, detailed data. Thus, it made more sense for me to conduct a few in-depth 
interviews, rather than many less-detailed interviews. I was not able to ascertain whether I 
achieved ‘saturation’ at the interview stage, due to time constraints for interviewing. The 
inductive nature of my analysis, however, allowed me to generate ideas and theories about 
Eveny herders and non-herders in Batagay-Alyta.  
4.3.3 Participant characteristics. Participants are described in Table 1. In text, I 
refer to them using their first name (e.g., Gavril Neustroev is referred to as ‘Gavril’). 
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Table 1. 
Participant Characteristics (Name, Age, Group, Occupation) 
Name Age Group Occupation Notes 
Anatoly 57 1 Eveny council head, artist  
Aydin 29 1 Veterinarian  
Gavril 27 1 Unemployed Former SF herder  
Maksim 43 1 Village administration  
Nikolay  62 1 Pensioner Retired SF herder  
Timur 26 1 Specialist of agriculture  
 
Afanasiy B. 
 
36 
 
2 
 
SF herder 
 
Afanasiy F. 40 2 SF herder  
Eduard 52 2 SF herder  
“Igor” <25 2 SF herder  
Konstantin 18 2 Obshchina herder Ethnically Sakha 
Petr 47 2 SF herder Brigadier 
Victor 69 2 Obshchina herder  Retired SF herder  
“Vladimir” <25 2 SF herder  
Notes: ‘Group 1’ = non-herders. ‘Group 2’ = reindeer herders. ‘SF’ = state-farm. Participant names in 
quotations are pseudonyms. Participants are listed in alphabetical order by given name. 
 
Participants’ (N = 14) ages ranged from 18 to 69 years (M = 38.79, SD = 16.89). 
Their median age was 38 years. Though Group 1’s mean age (M = 40.67, SD = 15.91) was 
higher than Group 2 (M = 37.34, SD = 18.53), the median age was lower (36 vs. 38 years). 
All participants are Eveny except Konstantin, who is ethnically Sakha but herds with 
Eveny (a fact revealed to me at the end of our interview). As he works/lives with Eveny 
herders, I have included his data in my analyses. Most participants are from Batagay-Alyta. 
Two (Aydin, Eduard) are from Kustur, a village in the same district; Anatoly is from Sebyan, 
a village in Kobyaysky District. All have lived in Batagay-Alyta for at least 15 years. 
4.4 Research Materials 
The semi-structured interview script focused on traditional land-use and meaning in 
life (Appendix A). The script was translated from English to Russian by a NEFU student. M. 
Zakharov and A. Savvinova reviewed this translation to ensure its accuracy. 
The first interview portion gathered demographic data. The second section focused on 
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traditional land-use. I asked participants to describe their relationship with land (e.g., do you 
hunt?), whether they are content with their ability to use land, and whether barriers exist that 
prevent their land-use. These questions were inspired by an interview script my supervisor 
used with Evenki for her SSHRC project. The third portion of the script focused on feelings 
of meaningfulness in each participant’s life. Many of its questions were inspired by the 
Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger, n.d.; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006). I ensured 
meaning in life questions captured all three meaning components outlined by Wong (1998).  
I employed semi-structured interviews, in which many questions were open-ended, to 
create an environment where participants felt comfortable saying anything that they felt was 
important. This gave me a sense of what life is like in Batagay-Alyta and herding camps, as 
well as ensured that participants’ voices were included in my research as much as possible. 
Prior to data collection, A. Savvinova, M. Zakharov, and my supervisor reviewed my 
interview script to maximize the chance it would be understood by Eveny. 
4.5 Procedure 
Before interviewing, I briefed my interpreter on the interview procedure, and he 
signed a confidentiality agreement. I interviewed one participant at a time. Usually the only 
other person present was M. Zakharov (a herder brought his wife, but she did not participate).  
 I conducted all interviews in Batagay-Alyta. As I did not have a set space to use for 
interviews, I interviewed participants wherever we could find privacy. All interviews took 
between 15–80 minutes. At the start of each interview, M. Zakharov and I verbally explained 
to participants their research rights, this project’s objectives, and acquired their informed 
consent (Appendix B). My supervisor has found it is culturally-appropriate in Siberian 
Indigenous communities to gather verbal consent; thus, we followed this protocol. I audio-
recorded interviews, if participants were comfortable (three declined). During all interviews, 
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I wrote notes to capture nonverbal information (e.g., a participant’s demeanor). Given it is 
uncommon in Russia to provide research participants with honoraria (G. Fondahl, personal 
communication, November, 2017), I gave each participant a small gift (a USB drive from 
UNBC) and provided Canadian snacks during interviews.   
While in Batagay-Alyta, I kept a detailed journal to document my thoughts on life in 
the village and personal reflections on conducting research in a culture unlike my own. These 
notes provided me a means to think through issues I encountered (e.g., whether I should 
adjust a question) and cultural phenomena different from what I am accustomed to. Thus, my 
journal has proved invaluable in adding context and richness to my analysis. 
Before analyzing data, I transcribed all of my interviews in Microsoft Word software. 
After I completed an interview, I made a concerted effort to transcribe it the day it was 
recorded. I finished all interview transcriptions prior to departing Batagay-Alyta. I 
transcribed interviews on-site a) to clear up any ambiguous responses with M. Zakharov 
while he and I were still together, and b) so that my memories of what participants told me 
were still fresh in my head, and I could add relevant notes to interview transcriptions.  
4.6 Data Analysis  
For my data analysis, I used MAXQDA 12 software to categorize transcript excerpts 
first by question topic, then response theme. This was sufficient for the traditional land-use 
questions; however, I took a further step to analyze responses about meaning in life. For 
these questions, I used constant comparative analysis to identify themes from participants’ 
interviews in order to explore relations between question topics and groups’ responses. 
Constant comparative analysis is a creative process whereby interview excerpts are sorted 
with conceptually similar excerpts until themes and patterns emerge (Dye, Schatz, 
Rosenberg, & Coleman, 2000). While coding, I constantly re-evaluated theme inclusion 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  53 
criteria to determine whether I needed to create or merge themes to most parsimoniously 
encapsulate all subjects touched on by participants. I ceased creating themes when data 
saturation had been reached (i.e., when new themes ceased arising). Section 6.1 explains how 
I addressed possible sources of miscommunication that may have arisen during interviews 
and could have influenced my data analysis and interpretation. 
I used constant comparative analysis because it is an efficient method to sort through, 
organize, and derive meaning from large quantities of qualitative data, which enabled me to 
subsequently interpret participants’ interviews. I also have experience using this type of 
analysis (e.g., O’Rourke, Turner, & Ritchie, 2018). I explored participants’ experiences of 
meaning in life by contemplating whether all meaning components—cognitive, behaviour, 
and emotion (Wong, 1998)—were referenced in their interviews (which questions explored 
which components is indicated in Appendix A). I supplemented and contextualized interview 
analysis data with notes taken during and after interviews, as well as daily journal notes 
regarding my experiences in Batagay-Alyta. 
After inducing and interpreting themes from participants’ interviews, I employed 
three descriptive participant pairs (one herder, one non-herder each) to explore groups’ 
stories and further understand how meaning manifests in their lives. I selected participants 
for these pairs based on the proximity of their ages, as developmental stage can influence 
one’s experience of meaning in life (Ivtzan et al., 2016). The intent of these pairs was not to 
compare groups’ experiences of meaning. Rather, I sought to employ participants’ narratives 
in order to further illuminate how they acquire and experience meaning in their lives.  
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Chapter 5. Results 
This results chapter is presented in four sections: 1) description of traditional land-
use, 2) results of constant comparative analysis of meaning responses, 3) pairs illustrating 
groups’ experiences of meaning, and 4) an outline of groups’ shared meaning sources. 
Though unusual in qualitative research, I describe the numerical constant comparative results 
(i.e., the number of times each group touched on a theme) prior to the interpretive pairs that 
emphasize participants’ stories to provide insight into the process from which my 
conclusions emerged (i.e., theme induction then interpretation). Quotations are written 
verbatim as relayed to me by my interpreter; thus, some are awkward (e.g., ‘he’ is used 
instead of ‘I’). Ellipses denote where I have altered quotations to improve readability. This 
chapter presents interview responses, which are expanded upon in Chapter 6.  
5.1 Data Analysis: Traditional Land-Use 
Members of Group 1 and Group 2 had substantially different relationships with the 
lands and natural resources around Batagay-Alyta. I describe traditional land-use, as well as 
psychological connections to land for each group.  
5.1.1 Group 1: Non-herders. Five participants in Group 1 spend more time in the 
village than tundra/taiga. Two never leave the village (Nikolay, Timur), and two do so rarely 
(Anatoly, Gavril). Maksim has a cabin in the tundra that he visits a few times per year for 
vacation. The sole non-herder more often in the tundra is Aydin, the veterinarian. He 
frequently leaves the village to provide veterinary services to the herds. The former reindeer 
herders (Nikolay, Gavril) used to spend more time in the tundra before they ceased herding.  
5.1.1.1 Hunting. Four participants in Group 1 (Anatoly, Aydin, Gavril, Maksim) 
subsistence hunt (duck, bighorn sheep), and Anatoly and Maksim fish. Although each 
participant had a favourite hunting spot where animals are plentiful, they hunt on public land 
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near Batagay-Alyta that can be used by anyone. They use this land due to its close location 
and high game animal populations. Anatoly, Aydin, and Maksim would like to hunt more, 
but are unable to do so because they lack time due to their jobs. Gavril is content with the 
amount that he hunts. Nikolay no longer hunts in his retirement, and Timur does not hunt 
because he finds it unenjoyable. He would rather focus on his job. 
5.1.1.2 Why did they choose not to herd reindeer? Although all participants in Group 
1 except Aydin helped herd reindeer during their youth (and Gavril and Nikolay in 
adulthood), they no longer herd. Group 1’s explanations for why they do not herd can be 
sorted into four themes: education (N = 3), family legacy (N = 1), poor salary (N = 1), and 
retirement (N = 1). Anatoly (Eveny council head, poet, actor) enjoyed herding as a youth, but 
his parents sent him away to Yakutsk to get an education “to keep the Eveny language, keep 
the culture.” Although Maksim (village administration, infrastructure) also enjoyed herding 
as a youth, his parents urged him to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a builder; “he 
wants to be with his father and work as a builder on the infrastructure of the village.” Timur 
(agricultural specialist) did not wish to herd because he wanted to go to college, something 
that is not possible if one is working in the tundra. He desired to get an education in order to 
have more money and an easier life. Gavril (unemployed) ceased herding because “he does 
not see a future in herding,” and he felt that as a herder he would be unable to provide 
monetarily for his family. Nikolay (pensioner) stopped herding because he reached the age 
where he could begin collecting a pension. Aydin chose to not become a herder because he 
wanted to go to college in Yakutsk. He prefers working as a veterinarian.  
5.1.1.3 Psychological connections to land. All four participants in Group 1 who visit 
the tundra linked doing so to positive emotions/experiences—relaxation (N = 3) and freedom 
(N = 2). Aydin reported that although he is usually working while in the tundra, the landscape 
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makes him feel “freedom.” When Maksim visits his cabin to hunt and fish, he experiences 
feelings of “freedom;” he elaborated, “they have a lot of problems in the village at work, and 
he relaxes when he goes to the cabin. He is more relaxed; his brain has a vacation. He goes 
back to work with good health after vacations at the cabin.” Anatoly echoed these sentiments 
and stated that visiting the tundra to hunt takes his mind off of his job, enabling him to relax. 
Gavril also feels relaxed while hunting in the tundra—“it’s good for the soul.” 
5.1.2 Group 2: Reindeer herders. Seven participants in Group 2 spend more time in 
the tundra than the village. They come to the village two or three times per year for a few 
days to sell goods (e.g., meat), pay bills, visit and care for their families (e.g., ensure they 
have sufficient firewood for the winter), acquire supplies, and take a vacation. Victor, the 
semi-retired herder, evenly split his time between the village and tundra.  
5.1.2.1 Hunting. All herders subsistence hunt (wild reindeer, bighorn sheep) in the 
tundra, and Petr and Victor fish. Bighorn sheep are popular game animals; however, the state 
issues sheep hunting permits only to Indigenous peoples, like Eveny, as the animals’ 
population is low. Herders hunt wherever is convenient on the lands they herd, whether 
obshchina or state-farm (and, thus, government) managed, and they are careful not to 
infringe upon the lands of others. Unlike the hunting in public spaces undertaken by Group 1, 
each obshchina and state-farm brigade have designated territories for herding and hunting, 
which they share with members of their group. Six herders were content with the amount of 
hunting they are able to do. “Igor” and “Vladimir” would like to hunt more, but cannot 
because they do not have time and must work with their herds instead.   
5.1.2.2 Why do they herd? All of Group 2 had only ever worked as herders. They 
chose this profession because herding is what they have done all their lives and/or what their 
families do. Afansiy B., Afanasiy F., Eduard, Petr, and Victor, the five older herders (36–69 
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years), would not consider a different line of work. The three younger (<25 years) herders 
had varying views about continuing in the profession. “Igor,” a state-farm herder, reported 
that he “does not know” if he wants to continue herding; when prompted, he responded that 
he wants to go to college in Yakutsk. After probing, he retorted “I don’t think about it!” (see 
section 6.1 for issues with this response). Konstantin, an obshchina herder, did not wish to 
continue herding, as he wanted to travel, have a bigger salary, and become a journalist. 
“Vladimir,” who herds with his parents on a state-farm, wished to continue herding.  
 5.1.2.3 Where do they herd? The herders all herded on territories throughout the 
Eveno-Bytantaysky National District. The six state-farm herders held permits to work on 
state-farm lands. State-farm reindeer, and territories where they pasture their deer, are 
managed by a corporation owned by the municipality. Brigadry, however, use different, but 
sometimes overlapping, tracts of land. Afanasiy F. provided insight into how this system 
came to be: “a long time ago, in Soviet time, the territory was cut between the herds.” Today, 
each herd continues to use the land they were assigned. Afanasiy F. added that his herd 
shares territory with another, and they both camp near the Tumar River in the summer.  
The two obshchina herders (Konstantin, Victor) worked with reindeer that are 
collectively owned/managed by obshchiny. Victor also personally owned some reindeer, 
which he kept with the obshchina herd. The state used to permit perpetual free-use of 
obshchina lands, but now obshchinny must communally rent their territories from the state 
for a set number of years. Regardless of whether they worked with obshchiny or a state-
farms, herders migrate with their reindeer throughout the year within their territories. For 
example, Afanasiy F. herds in an area northwest of Batagay-Alyta. During the summer, he 
keeps his herd far from the village (and the Ulakhan-Sakkyryr River), to avoid mosquitos. In 
the winter, he keeps his animals closer to the village and takes them to forested areas (taiga).  
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5.1.2.4 Problems while herding. Two reindeer herders did not report that they 
experience difficulties while herding. Six herders (five state-farm, one obshchina) indicated, 
however, that they face problems and/or some aspects of their jobs are unsatisfactory. 
Specific problems included: absent or low salaries, state mismanagement of farms, youth 
disinterest in herding, the killing of reindeer by predatory animals, and lack of gasoline. In 
this section, I do not link quotes to specific participants, as some topics are sensitive. 
A frequently cited problem was poor management of state-farms. Herders stated that 
this often results in unpaid or low salaries, as well as a lack of financial support for young 
herders and poor working conditions. A state-farm herder reported being paid only once in 
the past three months (“and sometimes it is not full pay. It is not good.”) When asked why, he 
replied “I don’t know. They always say there is some problem to pay, some delay.” (The 
state-farm director manages herders’ payment). One interviewee attributed this 
disorganization to financial troubles of state-farms, which are supported by the Sakha 
Republic’s Ministry of Agriculture. Another reported the problem stems from the state’s 
apathy—“the local government, they don’t care about reindeer.” He elaborated: “all the 
administration says everything is ok, but it’s not ok. They have a lot of flats in Yakutsk and 
the village; they don’t care about their herders; they just say ‘it’s ok, it’s ok,’ but it’s not a 
good situation.” When asked why he believed the state does not care about reindeer herders, 
he responded “I don’t know.” One obshchina herder wanted a larger salary. 
Three participants linked a) lack of reliable salary, b) poor management of the state-
farm and state apathy, and c) adverse working conditions to youth becoming less interested in 
herding on state-farms. One interviewee said, “all [youth] want to go to the village or 
Yakutsk, and they don’t want to go to the tundra to herd.” He added that the situation is 
better in obshchiny, where families herd together and their livelihoods are heavily invested in 
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the herds they manage—“only in obshchiny and families, it is stable. It is their life. But for 
the state-farm, it is not a good situation.” This interviewee believed the solution to the current 
problems faced by state-farm herders is increased ownership of reindeer by individuals and 
obshchiny: “If you have your own reindeer, you will work harder and not be dependent on 
the state, but if you are working on the state-farm, it is more difficult.” 
Another complaint was that herders have difficulty increasing the reindeer population 
due to attacks from predators (N = 3). This problem is exacerbated, one herder said, because 
“the state will not give them guns. They have only one gun [per brigade]. The state has made 
it [impossible to obtain] poison or traps ... It’s a problem because the wolves and bears kill a 
lot of reindeer.” Following a murder in a nearby brigade, the state confiscated all guns. To 
procure guns, herders must now acquire and fill out many documents—a difficult task in the 
tundra. The year 2018 was especially bad for bear attacks, as wildfires in Zhigansky District 
drove bears into the Eveno-Bytantaysky National District, and they attacked reindeer. Two 
herders noted that difficulty procuring gasoline for their ATVs is a further problem.  
5.1.2.5 Psychological connections to land. All herders linked herding and hunting in 
the tundra to positive experiences and emotions: contentment (N = 3), freedom (N = 2), 
relaxation (N = 2), belonging (N = 1), comfort (N = 1), and success (N = 1). Victor reported 
herders feel a sense of belonging in the tundra and added, “a man who spends all his time in 
the field, he feels it’s his own place, to see his landscape, his own landscape.” He elaborated, 
“[the tundra] makes herders not too happy, but content,” a sentiment echoed by “Igor.” Petr 
reported, “all his life he is on the land, and he enjoys his life when he is on his own land.” 
Eduard said he feels “freedom” in the tundra. Afanasiy B. stated he “feels very free when 
he’s on the tundra, and no one can order him around, [as well as being] more relaxed.” When 
in the tundra, Afanasiy F. also reported he “feels relaxed, from the reindeer, and when they 
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go ... hunting.” Konstantin said he feels “comfortable” being in the tundra. “Vladimir” stated, 
“to hunt, to kill, to look at and see animals, to find them ... I feel successful.” 
5.2 Data Analysis: Meaning in Life 
 To better describe groups’ experiences of meaning, I partition the results of my 
constant comparative analysis of interview responses about meaning in life by question.   
5.2.1 What is important to you in life? In terms of what is important to them in life, 
Group 1 listed three factors: family/friends (N = 3), employment (N = 2), and money (N = 1). 
One participant was unable to answer the question. Anatoly noted that the most important 
things to him are his “family, wife, and children,” sentiments mirrored by Gavril and 
Maksim. Nikolay said his work as a herder used to be important to him, but in his retirement 
he has struggled to find employment—“it’s quite difficult to find work in the village.” Aydin 
succinctly outlined what he finds important: “to have a job, to have money.” Timur stated he 
“doesn’t know” what is important to him; when further probed, he replied, “I don’t care.” 
Participants in Group 2 listed four factors that are important to them: reindeer (N = 6), 
family/friends (N = 5), personal health (N = 1), and travelling (N = 1). The most important 
thing in Victor’s life was to “increase the reindeer population.” When asked about what is 
important to him, “Vladimir” reported, “reindeer. They help with everything needed to live, 
clothes, food, everything.” Eduard mirrored this and added, “reindeer are everything in life.” 
Five herders listed family as important to them, and three linked caring for reindeer with 
caring for their families—“it is not different,” Petr said, “if the herd will be good, the family 
will be ok, and his children will have good work after him.” Afanasiy B. noted, “reindeer are 
important for him. He wants to make a legacy, to give his population of reindeer to his 
children, to the next generation.” Afanasiy F. also aimed “to grow the herd for his children, 
as a legacy.” Eduard placed importance on his health, and Konstantin valued travelling.  
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5.2.2 What is important to others? When asked what they believe is important to 
others in their community, members of Group 1 listed six themes: status of reindeer herds (N 
= 2), preservation of Eveny culture (N = 2), employment (N = 2), family (N = 2), and 
community (N = 1). Two participants did not know what is important to others (see section 
6.1 for discussion of my concerns with this response). Aydin reported, “what is important to 
the Eveny is the deer population.” Nikolay echoed this, but added that youth leave the village 
for education “and after, they are not able to work as herders. This is the real reason why the 
future of herding is unclear.” The youth who stay in the village, Nikolay continued, often do 
not want to herd; “the population of the deer is less every year, and young people, ... if they 
are in the village, they start to drink, and this is quite bad. [Young herders] are always 
wanting to return to the village.” Anatoly believed Eveny want “to save what they have from 
the past, from their mothers, grandmothers, everything. I think this is their main goal, ... to 
save their lifestyle.” Nikolay elaborated: “the family used to be in the tundra, and now it is 
because they lost the connection between the generations ... Some of the old generation is 
starting to die, there are fewer and fewer herders, and there are none who can replace them.” 
When asked what he believes is important to others, Timur responded, “to have good jobs 
and their families.” Anatoly agreed: “family is important for all of the people.” 
In terms of what they believe is important to others, Group 2 listed two themes: 
reindeer (N = 4) and family (N = 3). Three herders did not know what other Eveny deem 
important. Victor stated, “the main importance for the Eveny is reindeer. It is life,” and 
Afanasiy F. agreed. Victor elaborated, “there is much dependence between the life of Eveny 
and the life of reindeer; they are completely connected. There cannot be Eveny without 
reindeer.” Petr noted many Eveny place importance on “increasing the reindeer population.” 
Afanasiy B. emphasized the connection between looking after his herd and caring for his 
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family; he said that passing down reindeer as a legacy to future generations is important to 
many herders. Afanasiy F. and “Igor” also believed family is important to Eveny. 
 5.2.3 What are your concerns in life? When asked about their concerns in life, 
Group 1 listed five themes—economic concerns (N = 2), youth disinterest in herding (N = 2), 
reindeer population decline (N = 1), state apathy (N = 1), and Eveny language (N = 1). Three 
participants did not report any concerns (see section 6.1 for discussion of my concerns with 
this response). Aydin was concerned with his low salary and the difficulty of his work. Timur 
echoed that he is concerned with the lack of money and jobs in his community, but stated that 
he personally “doesn’t have any problems.” Aydin said, “there are no young herders because 
just the old generation goes to work as reindeer herders, and the younger generation does not 
want to go.” Nikolay, a retired herder, mirrored this concern, but added, “the problems of the 
reindeer population [gestures with hands indicating demise] are very high, and now it can be 
catastrophic.” He noted, though, that this is only a problem in state-farms: “there are family 
communities [obshchiny] and we have the company of our municipality, and it is not working 
good. ... They do not have good management and the people working have problems with the 
population of deer, but the families are more stable.” One participant attributed this to state 
apathy: “the administration of the municipality does not put a lot of attention on the problems 
of the reindeer herders ... They are not good management. In old times, the population of deer 
was 24,000, and now it is [pause] not much at all.” Anatoly reported that he “wants to keep 
the Eveny language, and speak it with no error ... His wife and children, he wants all them to 
speak the Eveny language. He wants to develop it, and have all the Eveny speaking the 
Eveny language. Here in this district, no one uses the Eveny language.” 
 Participants in Group 2 reported concerns sorted into four themes: reindeer 
population (N = 2), managing a home in the village (N = 1), economics (N = 1), and youth 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  63 
disinterest in herding (N = 1). Four herders did not report concerns. Afanasiy B. said his 
“main concern is the deer population.” Petr’s “herd was going up in population, but now it’s 
less and less, because of wolves.” Eduard had “a lot of problems considering his home. If you 
are a herder, and always spend time in the tundra, it is quite difficult to manage your [village] 
house[hold]” (e.g., paying bills). He added that he also sees youth disinterest in herding as a 
problem. When asked about his concerns, Afanasiy F. rubbed his thumb and two fingers 
together (a gesture indicating money) and said that he is not happy with his level of pay.  
 5.2.4 What are your goals? The goals of Group 1 encompass two themes: 
employment (N = 3) and Eveny language (N = 1). Two participants did not indicate that they 
have goals (see section 6.1 for discussion of my concerns with this response). Gavril, 
currently unemployed, reported that he wants to find “a good job and be more successful,” 
which he planned to accomplish by “working hard.” Maksim’s main goal pertained to his 
employment: “his main goal now is to build a new school. He wants to finish building it in 
the next two years ... to upgrade the quality of life of ... the village.” Aydin “wants to learn 
new things. He wants to have more knowledge about being a vet. He wants more skills. This 
is good for development of himself and good for his job.” To learn new skills, he was taking 
university courses, and when he graduates “he will get a higher salary and ... be a better 
specialist.” Anatoly said his “main goal, as the head of the association of Eveny, is to teach 
all the people, even the young, to speak in the Eveny language.” He was accomplishing this 
by “using modern things, like the internet and WhatsApp Messenger. He teaches groups the 
Eveny language in WhatsApp.” Anatoly will feel “happy, a big victory,” if he achieves his 
goal. Nikolay had no goals, as he is retired, and “he wants to just relax ... do some fishing, 
some hunting.” When asked about goals, Timur responded, “he does not care about the future 
... he has no goals. It is a problem for him.” When asked why, he replied, “he cannot live 
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without any goals. He cannot explain it.” 
 Group 2’s goals fall into three themes: reindeer (N = 5), education (N = 2), and family 
(N = 1). Two participants did not indicate that they currently have goals. Eduard’s main goal 
was to “increase the population of reindeer,” which he will accomplish by “hunting wolves, 
the main problem for the reindeer population.” Petr also hoped “to grow the population of 
reindeer,” which he will achieve by “controlling their ... fertility. If the reindeer are in an 
enclosed place, they will produce more offspring. He can sell reindeer meat and make 
money. How he manages and evaluates his job is by the population of reindeer.” Increasing 
the reindeer population will make Petr feel more secure and “more sure about the future.” 
Afanasiy B. “is working with the herd of his sister, but he wants to have his own herd. He 
will feel more safety if he has his own herd to give to his family after he retires. It is not only 
reindeer, it is money, and it is safety and security in life, financial security. He can work in 
another job in the village, but he is always missing the reindeer.” He planned to accomplish 
this goal through “hard work,” and achieving it will make him feel “good if he can give all 
his work to his children, and he will continue the Eveny lifestyle.” Afanasiy F. also hoped to 
increase the reindeer population, which he linked to caring for his family: “he wants to raise 
his children to be good people.” Achieving these goals will make him feel “happiness.” 
“Vladimir” said that he “still wants to be a herder,” but he would like to go “to central 
Yakutia for more education, college maybe.” Accomplishing this will make him feel 
“excited, happy.” “Igor” aimed “to find some other education, [or] maybe go to the army.” 
When prompted, he replied that he “doesn’t think about goals. He doesn’t know.”  
 5.2.5 What are the qualities of ‘good Eveny’? Group 1 listed six qualities of ‘good 
Eveny: relationship with nature (N = 3), work with reindeer (N = 3), Eveny culture/language 
(N = 2), kindness (N = 2), quietness (N = 2), finishing what they start (N = 1), and physical 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  65 
health (N = 1). (See section 6.1 for discussion of translation issues that may have affected 
participants’ responses.) Nikolay stated, a ‘good Eveny’ “must be learning all his life, and for 
this he must be in the tundra all the year.” Maksim said that a ‘good Eveny’ “is a poet in his 
soul ... he always sings songs when he is herding ... He loves nature, the sun, the moon, the 
forest, everything. He has respect for all things.” Anatoly linked being in the tundra to 
quietness: “a ‘good Eveny’ does not speak a lot, and thinks about life in a philosophical way. 
If you are alone in the tundra or taiga, you start to think more philosophically about life. Not 
speaking with people, you speak with nature” (Maksim agreed a ‘good Eveny’ “does not talk 
a lot”). According to Nikolay, “a good Eveny must ... love ... herding. He must be a good 
reindeer herder.” Aydin reported that a ‘good Eveny’ “must work on the population of the 
deer. If he is a good Eveny, the population of the deer must grow.” Timur added that a ‘good 
Eveny’ should know how to use reindeer for transportation. Aydin indicated ‘good Eveny’ 
must also know the Eveny language, as well as the traditions and nomadic life-ways of 
Eveny culture, and Gavril agreed. Nikolay and Anatoly pointed out that Eveny should be 
kind. Maksim indicated a ‘good Eveny’ “always finishes what he starts.” Nikolay said that 
Eveny must be in good physical health (e.g., be able to withstand cold while herding).  
 Group 2 also named six qualities of ‘good Eveny:’ they work with reindeer (N = 4), 
help others (N = 3), possess skills to work in nature (N = 3), are brave (N = 1), have 
leadership qualities (N = 1), and raise a family (N = 1). One herder reported that he did not 
know what constitutes a ‘good Eveny.’ Konstantin said ‘good Eveny’ “must be able to work 
with the reindeer ... They must find deer on the tundra, if they go too far, by their [hoof 
prints].” According to Petr, a ‘good Eveny’ will have success in two domains: herding and 
family; “his herd will grow, and secondly he will raise his family correctly. If the children 
have educations and will be good persons, these are the qualities of good Eveny.” Afanasiy 
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F. reported that in addition to working with reindeer every day—“even if it is snowy, cold, or 
rainy”—‘good Eveny’ must be “brave.” “Vladimir” agreed that a ‘good Eveny’ must “have 
the skill to work with reindeer,” but also “be a leader” and “help people.” Victor said that 
‘good Eveny’ must be helpful: “if people are lost in the tundra, give them everything they 
need ... All Eveny must be good with guests in the tundra ... Give food to people in the 
tundra, whatever they don’t have.” “Igor” indicated helping people is important, and added 
that ‘good Eveny’ must have the “skill to live in the forest outside the village.” Eduard 
believed working in the tundra is an important quality for Eveny; however, “there are not any 
good Eveny now ... Just the old generation works in the tundra, the younger generation does 
not.” Konstantin stated ‘good Eveny’ “must know the land where they work.”  
 5.2.6 Are you a ‘good Eveny’? Participants in Group 1 had difficulty answering 
whether they are ‘good Eveny’ (I explore this in Chapter 6). Gavril and Maksim stated they 
“do not know” whether they are ‘good Eveny.’ Anatoly reported, “I try to be a good Eveny, 
always,” but did not elaborate. Nikolay said, “I cannot talk about myself as being good or 
not.” Timur stated that “he feels like he is between good and bad, in the middle. He cannot 
speak any Eveny. He has a Sakha lifestyle, but he is not sad. He does not care.” Aydin 
indicated he “does not think he is a good Eveny. He is not able to speak the Eveny language. 
He thinks it is the main mistake of his parents, they did not teach him the Eveny language.” 
 Participants in Group 2 had similar responses. In terms of whether he is a ‘good 
Eveny,’ Afanasiy B. said, “other people might think he is, but he cannot say about himself.” 
Petr and Victor had similar responses. “Igor,” Konstantin (Sakha), and “Vladimir” reported 
they “don’t know” if they are ‘good Eveny.’ Afanasiy F. stated “he is Eveny by blood, but he 
is between Eveny and Sakha.” After a prompt, he responded, “he feels like he is Eveny.” 
Eduard reported he is a “so-so” Eveny, but offered nothing further when prompted. 
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 5.2.7 What are the qualities of ‘bad Eveny’? Participants in Group 1 listed seven 
traits of ‘bad Eveny:’ consuming alcohol (N = 3), not herding (N = 2), lacking knowledge of 
Eveny language/culture (N = 2), being aggressive (N = 1), being egotistical (N = 1), being 
lazy (N = 1), and using bad words (N = 1). (In section 6.1, I explore translation issues that 
could have impacted this question.) Maksim stated, “as says the famous Eveny poet, the bad 
Eveny are those who don’t have reindeer.” Aydin agreed that ‘bad Eveny’ do not work with 
reindeer, and added “if he does not know the language, if he doesn’t know the lifestyle of 
Eveny, he is a bad Eveny.” Gavril reported a ‘bad Eveny’ “drinks alcohol [and] cannot speak 
the Eveny language.” Anatoly said that ‘bad Eveny’ are “drunk,” use “aggressive force,” and 
“say bad words.” Nikolay agreed alcohol abuse is “quite bad.” He also stated a ‘bad Eveny’ 
is “lazy, and talks or thinks about himself—he is egotistical.” Timur believed ‘bad Eveny’ 
“are like in other peoples; they have the bad qualities of other people.” 
 Group 2 listed five ‘bad Eveny’ traits: not herding (N = 2), being lazy (N = 2), 
disrespecting traditions (N = 1), not hunting (N = 1), and staying in one spot while herding (N 
= 1). Konstantin stated, “a bad Eveny does not know anything about reindeer.” “Vladimir” 
said that ‘bad Eveny’ “don’t work with reindeer, are lazy, and do not want to hunt.” Victor 
agreed that ‘bad Eveny’ “do not work.” Afanasiy F. stated, “if a herder is not moving while 
in the tundra, he is a bad Eveny. If he is not respecting tradition, if you don’t respect 
tradition—not being noisy in the tundra, to speak without purpose—spirits in the tundra ... 
can become angry. If an accident happens, they say it is because he didn’t respect the 
traditions.” Eduard believed that no uniquely bad qualities of Eveny exist: “nothing unique to 
Eveny. The bad qualities for all of humanity are the bad qualities of Eveny.” Afanasiy B., 
“Igor,” and Petr stated that they “don’t know” the qualities of ‘bad Eveny.’ 
 5.2.8 Community reactions to ‘bad Eveny’? Group 1 had two answers for how the 
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community reacts to ‘bad Eveny:’ having little/no reaction (N = 2) and exclusion (N = 1). 
Three participants reported being unsure of how the community reacts. Nikolay said, “the 
community does not say ‘go away’ to a bad Eveny, but they do not keep him close. They are 
there with him, working with him, but with some thinking about him. ... They do not give 
him responsibilities.” He added, “unlike in Soviet times, today bad Eveny can do what they 
want; they can drink with no punishment.” Aydin agreed there is little community reaction. 
Anatoly reported, “the community reacts in a bad way. They do not want to include bad 
Eveny in the community,” but when asked to elaborate, he did not provide examples. Gavril, 
Maksim, and Timur reported they do not know how the community reacts to ‘bad Eveny.’ 
 Group 2 listed three responses the community may have to ‘bad Eveny:’ no reaction 
(N = 2), exclusion (N = 1), and helping them be better (N = 1). “Vladimir” reported, “the 
community doesn’t care or do anything about ‘bad Eveny,’” and Eduard agreed. Afanasiy F. 
stated, “the community doesn’t like ‘bad Eveny,’ they do not feel close to him; they always 
keep a distance from people like this.” Victor suggested the community does not react too 
negatively to ‘bad Eveny:’ “they keep a distance, but it’s ok, they do not say ‘you’re bad’ and 
‘go away;’ they try to be good for him ... to give him some job, some work.” Afanasiy B., 
“Igor,” Konstantin, and Petr did not articulate how the community reacts to ‘bad Eveny.’ 
 5.2.9 Are you content with your life? Five participants in Group 1 reported that they 
were content with their lives. One participant was unsure. Anatoly said he felt fulfilled 
because he “has a good life, and ... he is successful in his goals ... He has written many 
books.” Aydin was content “because he can go out on the tundra and hunt.” Gavril felt 
fulfilled because “he has a wife, a family, children, and a baby. These are the most important 
things.” Maksim, “if possible ... would change some things, but now he is content. As a 
builder, he watches his buildings, and he thinks about what he can do better.” Nikolay 
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reported he was content because “he has family, children, work, and a house. He has a future; 
he feels secure with his life.” When asked if he is content, Timur responded, “I don’t know.” 
He ended the interview after this question, as someone came to the door looking for him. 
 In Group 2, seven participants reported that they were content with their lives. One 
said he was not. Afanasiy B. said he was content because “he feels ... freedom when he’s in 
the tundra ... he can go with reindeer anywhere he wants, and no one can change it.” 
Konstantin indicated he felt fulfilled “because he can enjoy beautiful landscapes and the 
land.” Petr reported being content because he believed in the future he would have more 
reindeer; “in the future, it will be ok; the herd will be more developed.” Afanasiy F. indicated 
feeling contentment because “everything is ok with his children, and he feels some support 
from his children.” Victor said he was fulfilled in life because conditions for herders have 
improved over time with the introduction of new technology: “it’s a developed period. All 
the herders now have TV, phone, snowracer, [ATV], everything. So now, it’s ok. Civilization 
has come to the tundra.” “Igor” and “Vladimir” could not articulate why they felt content. 
Eduard was discontent “because he doesn’t have time to manage a house[hold] in the village 
or even have a house in the village. He lives in his grandmother’s house, and he doesn’t have 
a good salary. He wants a house with a heating system.” 
5.3 Meaning in Life Participant Pairs 
Thus far, this chapter has described Eveny traditional land-use and themes pertinent 
to meaning induced via constant comparative analysis. Now, I interpret these themes, via 
narrative participant pairs, to further explore and describe participants’ experiences of 
meaning in life. This section is structured around interviewees’ stories.  
Both groups described meaningful existences. All participants noted having at least 
one source of meaning at some point in time, and all but two reported currently being content 
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with their lives. As positive emotions are associated with increased meaning (Hicks & King, 
2009b; Steger, 2012; Steger, Kashan, & Oishi, 2008), and negative emotions with the 
opposite (Battista & Almond, 1973; Chamberlain & Zika, 1988; Debats et al. 1993; Kinnier 
et al. 1994), this further suggests the presence of meaning in life in both groups. 
Though both groups described meaningful existences, they appeared to often derive 
meaning from different sources. To illustrate this, I describe the interviews of three roughly 
age-matched participant pairs: Anatoly (57 years, Group 1) and Eduard (52 years, Group 2); 
Timur (26 years, Group 1) and “Vladimir” (<25 years, Group 2); and Maksim (43 years, 
Group 1) and Petr (47 years, Group 2). To parse significant elements relevant to meaning 
from these examples, I use Wong’s (1998) meaning framework.  
5.3.1 1. Anatoly and Eduard. Anatoly is a poet, actor, and the local Eveny council’s 
head. Eduard is a state-farm herder. Their lives have unfolded in different fashions; how may 
this have shaped their experiences of meaning in life? 
5.3.1.1 Anatoly. Though he enjoyed herding as a youth, Anatoly’s parents urged him 
to leave his hometown, Sebyan (278 km as the crow flies from Batagay-Alyta), to get an 
education in Yakutsk in order to uphold the Eveny language and culture. He moved to 
Batagay-Alyta 15 years ago, and has developed a career as an artist and educator that 
revolves around this objective. The way Anatoly structured his personal narrative around this 
life-long pursuit suggests he has a well-defined understanding of who he is housed in his self-
concept and, thus, knows what he values—the cognitive meaning component. He said that his 
primary concern is “to have all the Eveny speaking the Eveny language,” and his “main goal 
is to teach Eveny to all people, even the young.” To fulfill this ambition, Anatoly has a plan 
(i.e., teaching youth)—the behavioural component. Achieving this goal will make Anatoly 
feel “happy, a big victory,” demonstrating his anticipation of the emotion component. 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  71 
Further, Anatoly reported contentment with his life because he has been “successful in his 
goal” of contributing to the preservation of Eveny culture thus far. In other words, Anatoly a) 
has a sufficiently robust and cohesive understanding of himself and what he values to create 
meaningful goals, b) engages in activities to meet those goals, and c), as a result, experiences 
fulfillment. Thus, by all indicators, Anatoly leads a meaningful life. 
5.3.1.2 Eduard. Eduard’s story was different. During adolescence, he moved to 
Batagay-Alyta from Kustur, the nearest village. He has worked as a state-farm herder ever 
since. Eduard considered reindeer to be the most important thing in his life—“they are 
everything”—and his main goal was to “increase their population.” Because Eduard has set 
an objective based on his values, the cognitive meaning component should manifest in his 
life. Further, Eduard was actively pursuing a plan to achieve his goal (“hunting wolves, the 
main problem for reindeer”), evidence of the behaviour component. Eduard was the sole 
participant, however, to report that he was not content with his life, suggesting he may lack 
the emotional meaning component that arises when the others occur. Why may this be? 
Eduard attributed his discontentment to his low (sometimes unpaid) salary and 
inability to buy a house in the village. In addition to these concerns, he also worried about the 
future of his herd because “his herd does not have any young people.” Economic collapse 
and state apathy have caused poor working conditions for state-farm herders (Ulturgasheva, 
2012; Vitebsky, 2005), including low and/or unpaid wages and fewer youths herding—
factors at the core of Eduard’s concerns. Thus, one way to interpret his predicament could be 
that the state, by not paying him and improving herding conditions, was indirectly preventing 
Eduard from achieving his goals and experiencing the emotional meaning component. 
Though Anatoly and Eduard both had meaningful pursuits in their lives—teaching the 
Eveny language and growing a herd, respectively—Anatoly appears easily able to 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  72 
accomplish his goals, while Eduard may have been impaired from doing so. To work towards 
his aspiration, Anatoly needs access to electricity, technology (e.g., cellphone, internet), 
which are often available, and interested youth. For Eduard to accomplish his goals, he is up 
against an entire economic and social system, the restructuring of which is an insurmountable 
task to accomplish alone (and would perhaps be best undertaken by joining an obshchina). 
This accords with Vitebsky’s (2005, p. 209) and Ulturgasheva’s (2012, p. 75) observations 
that economic decline and state apathy contributed to the poor working conditions herders 
face, resulting in, inter alia, poor mental health (a correlate of decreased meaning).  
 5.3.2 2. Timur and “Vladimir.” Timur (Group 1) and “Vladimir” (Group 2) are both 
in early adulthood and from Batagay-Alyta. They differ, however, in many ways. 
 5.3.2.1 Timur. Timur is an agricultural specialist for the District’s Department of 
Agriculture. He herded as a child, but opted not to pursue the profession in adulthood. He 
instead desired to get a college education in order to have more money and an easier life. 
Although he never ended up leaving Batagay-Alyta, Timur acquired a desk-based job. When 
I inquired how he chose his profession, he replied with a laugh “it’s like this; this is just how 
it is.” Timur reported, “he doesn’t know” what is important to him (after a prompt, he said 
that “he doesn’t care”), and he doesn’t “have any personal problems.” Perhaps Timur was 
unwilling/unable to talk about these topics due to personal, cultural (see section 6.1.2), or 
other reasons, or he may have lacked a sufficient understanding of who his is as a person to 
figure out what he wants out of his life—the cognitive component of meaning in life.  
Without the cognitive component of meaning, it is not possible to engage in activities 
to address meaningful goals—the behaviour component (Wong, 1998). Timur’s responses 
are consistent with this notion; he said that there is “nothing” he hopes to accomplish in life, 
and he does “not care about the future” (this could be indicative of varying cultural values, 
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but I do not believe this to be the case, as we spoke about this subject for some time). Timur 
elaborated: “he has no goals. It is a problem for him. ... He cannot live without any goals. He 
cannot explain it.” This suggests that not only could Timur have been missing the first two 
meaning components, he was aware of this and knew it was an issue. Though in the past  
Timur had educational goals, his current apparent inability to create/pursue meaningful goals 
may account for why he was the sole participant who responded “I don’t know” when asked 
whether he is content with his life. If a person is unable to identify and pursue meaningful 
goals, he or she will not experience the emotional meaning component (Ivtzan et al., 2016; 
Wong, 1998), which may be subjectively experienced as discontentment in life. 
 5.3.2.2 “Vladimir.” Like Timur, “Vladimir” also seemed unsure what he wants out of 
life. He currently works as a state-farm herder with his parents, an occupation he would like 
to continue with. “Vladimir” also reported, however, that he would perhaps like to someday 
go “to central Yakutia for more education.” One way to interpret this is that “Vladimir” did 
not yet have his mind set on a specific goal, and he was waffling between herding and 
education. Another way to interpret these aspirations is that he imagined both being possible. 
It is conceivable that “Vladimir” envisioned a life trajectory for himself akin to those 
outlined by the taiga youths in Topolinoye (Ulturgasheva, 2012). Their stories of how they 
expected their lives to play out were characterized by leaving their village for education but 
ultimately returning home to herd or help herders in other ways. Further in accordance with 
Ulturgasheva’s findings, “Vladimir” indicated that the most important things to him are 
reindeer (“they help with everything needed to live, clothes, food, everything”) and his 
family—the same priorities expressed by the taiga youths (Ulturgasheva, 2012). Regardless 
of why he values reindeer and family, “Vladimir” has pertinent goals and a plan to achieve 
them (cognitive and behaviour meaning components). Working towards his goals makes 
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“Vladimir” feel “excited and happy” and may be why he was content—an indicator of the 
emotional meaning component—even though he could not explain why. 
 Timur and “Vladimir” are two young adults of similar ages, both perhaps uncertain 
exactly what they want out of life. “Vladimir” had goals and felt content in life. Timur, 
however, did not. “Vladimir” seemed to have a sufficient understanding of who he is and 
what he values (i.e., family, reindeer) housed in his self-concept, as well as meaningful goals 
he can pursue (the cognitive meaning component). Working towards these goals (behaviour) 
makes “Vladimir” feel positive emotions and could contribute to his sense of contentment 
(emotion). Timur, though, reported nothing in his life is important to him, and that he had no 
goals. Though Timur’s responses may have been skewed by the aforementioned 
miscommunication issues, his story seems to support Vitebsky’s (2010) assessment that some 
village Eveny suffer due to their present-day alienation from reindeer herding.  
5.3.3 3. Maksim and Petr. Like the previous pairs, Maksim (Group 1) and Petr 
(Group 2) led dissimilar lives—yet they both described meaningful lives. 
 5.3.3.1 Maksim. Maksim, a Batagay-Alyta native, is the village’s vice head of 
administration (infrastructure). Even though he herded during childhood, he chose to become 
a “builder.” The most important thing in Maksim’s life is his family, and he reported having 
no concerns (whether this stems from miscommunication is unclear, see section 6.1). 
Maksim’s “main goal” is “to build a new school. He wants to finish building it in the next 
two years ... to upgrade the quality of life of the ... village.” This indicates that Maksim 
knows himself well enough, via identity-processing, to determine his values (e.g., improving 
local quality of life), and identify and work towards meaningful goals—the cognitive and 
behavioural meaning components. Maksim linked fulfillment in life with his job, which 
suggests completing work projects instills in him contentment—the emotional component.  
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5.3.3.2 Petr. Petr, a state-farm brigadier, is from Batagay-Alyta and has only ever 
worked as a herder. The most important things to Petr are the wellbeing of his herd and 
family, which he viewed as linked—“if the herd will be good, ... the family will be ok, and ... 
his son and children will have good work after him.” Petr’s biggest concern and primary goal 
is “to grow the reindeer population,” which he was accomplishing through techniques to 
increase their fertility. If Petr is successful in growing his herd, he will better provide for his 
family and feel more secure in life. Such a well-defined connection between Petr’s values, 
goals, and goal-oriented behaviour suggests that the cognitive and behavioural components 
of meaning occur in his life. Further, Petr attributed his contentment to herding and optimism 
that his herd will grow—evidence of the emotional meaning component. 
 Both Maksim and Petr described meaningful lives. Maksim derives meaning from 
projects at his job that improve his village’s quality of life. Petr’s greatest source of meaning 
is caring for and growing his herd, which enables him to look after his family. Though these 
men derived meaning from different sources, they both described meaningful lives. 
 
 These pairs (Figure 3) illustrate how both groups experienced meaning in life. 
Anatoly (Group 1) finds meaning upholding the Eveny language. Eduard’s (Group 2) 
capacity to experience meaning could be hampered by socioeconomic factors. Timur (Group 
1) may have trouble finding meaning, possibly due to his difficulties in determining his 
values and setting relevant goals. “Vladimir” (Group 2) appears to experience meaning from 
working towards his goals of becoming a herder and attending college. Maksim (Group 1) 
and Petr (Group 2) both described meaningful lives, the former from improving local living 
conditions, and the latter from caring for reindeer and his family. These results suggest that 
people’s experiences of meaning are dependent on their individual circumstances and traits. 
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Though self-concepts, identity-processing, and resulting goals are shaped by categorical 
variables, such as life-ways (e.g., herder vs. non-herder), these do not determine whether a 
person experiences meaning.  
 
Figure 3. Roughly age-matched participant pairs’ experiences of meaning in life, partitioned by Wong’s (1998) 
meaning framework. ‘Group 1’ indicates non-herder, and ‘Group 2’ indicates herder. 
 
5.4 Common Meaning Sources: Family, Finances, and Reindeer 
 In section 5.3, I used pairs to explore groups’ unique sources of meaning. Now I will 
address the sources they shared—namely, family and finances—and a factor both groups 
deemed highly important: reindeer. Throughout this section, I have included in brackets, 
where relevant, Wong’s (1998) components of meaning that correspond with interview topics 
to contemplate how these factors are meaningful for both groups of Eveny with whom I 
conversed. These results are expanded upon in section 6.3. 
5.4.1 Family. Participants mentioned the theme of ‘family’ a total of 44 times during 
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portions of interviews about meaning in life. When asked what they consider to be important 
in life, the most popular response across both groups was one’s immediate family (i.e., 
spouses, children, parents)—mentioned by three non-herders and five herders [cognitive]. 
One herder, Afanasiy F., had life goals relevant to family [cognitive]. He attributed his 
contentment in life to his family; and two non-herders did the same 
[cognitive/behaviour/emotion]. Gavril ceased herding so that he could better provide for his 
family [behaviour]. Maksim said that the reason he chose his current job was to uphold his 
family’s legacy [cognitive/behaviour]. Three herders linked caring for reindeer with looking 
after their families [cognitive/behaviour] (e.g., Figure 3, Petr). These excerpts strongly 
suggest that ‘family’ is a source of meaning for many of the Eveny with whom I spoke. 
5.4.2 Finances. Another series of themes repeatedly brought up by both non-herders 
and herders while discussing meaning pertain to finances—specifically, employment and 
money (mentioned a total of 114 times across all interviews). (Although members of Group 2 
technically work as reindeer herders, I do not explore meaning linked with these animals 
until sections 5.4.3 and 6.3.3). Two non-herders indicated that their jobs are the most 
important things in their lives (one also valued money) [cognitive]. Two other non-herders 
reported it is important for others in the community to have well-paying jobs. Three 
participants—two non-herders and one herder—stated their primary concerns in life are 
financial in nature [cognitive]. Four herders indicated that the biggest problem they face is 
low (or unpaid) salary [cognitive/behaviour]. Three non-herders have structured their life 
goals around their jobs [cognitive/behaviour]. In addition, two non-herders attributed their 
feelings of contentment in life to their employment, and Eduard (Group 2) was discontent 
largely because of his low salary [cognitive/behaviour/emotion]. Given these responses, it is 
clear that concerns, goals, and behaviours revolving around financial factors (i.e., money, 
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employment) are a significant part of life for herders and non-herders, and such factors 
constitute sources of meaning for many of these Eveny (e.g., Figure 3, Maksim). 
5.4.3 Reindeer. Across all interviews, participants in both groups brought up the 
theme of ‘reindeer’ more than any other (a total of 177 times), which they often linked with 
meaning in life. All but two herders indicated that reindeer are among the most important 
things in their lives [cognitive]. Those who did not were also the herders who did not report 
they wished to continue herding. Perhaps they had goals influenced by Russian/Western 
media (Vitebsky, 2010), or their views may differ from other herders. Two participants in 
Group 1 and four in Group 2 indicated reindeer are important to other Eveny [cognitive]. The 
same Group 1 participants, and three in Group 2, had personal concerns that revolve around 
herding reindeer [cognitive], and five herders had life goals that pertain to herding 
[cognitive/behaviour]. The three herders who did not have goals associated with herding 
either were semi-retired or did not wish to herd in the future. Half of both Group 1 and 
Group 2 said working with reindeer is a quality of ‘good Eveny,’ and two members of each 
group indicated not working with reindeer is a characteristic of ‘bad Eveny’ [cognitive] 
(though, see section 6.1.1 for my discussion of possible issues with these responses). Two 
herders connected reindeer to their contentment in life [cognitive/behaviour/emotion], and 
three linked goals and emotions associated with caring for reindeer to looking after their 
families [cognitive/behaviour/emotion]. Given the presence of all meaning components in 
Group 2’s responses, herding likely constitutes a source of meaning in life for many of these 
Eveny (see Figure 3, Petr, “Vladimir”). Though reindeer and herding did not directly provide 
a source of meaning for non-herders, they repeatedly indicated that these animals and the 
associated occupation have influenced their values, the cognitive meaning component. Taken 
together, these findings underscore the crucial importance of reindeer and herding to Eveny 
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culture (see sections 6.3.3, 6.6, and 6.7 for discussion of this). 
Reindeer (and herding), financial factors, and family are clearly important parts of life 
for the Eveny with whom I spoke, regardless of group, and appear to influence their 
experiences of meaning in life. In the coming chapter, after describing possible sources of 
miscommunication that could have affected how I interpreted information gleaned from 
participants’ interviews, I situate the findings presented in this chapter in the literature and 
discuss their implications. 
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Chapter 6. Discussion and Conclusion 
 I have organized this chapter into eight sections. The first explores possible sources of 
miscommunication that may have influenced my findings. The second unpacks participants’ 
relationships with land, with particular focus on hunting, herding, and associated 
psychological experiences, as well as how the obshchina system may solidify the future of 
reindeer herding. In the third section, I discuss participants’ shared meaning sources (family, 
finances), as well as the importance of reindeer to both groups, followed by discussions about 
spirituality and meaning and the possible association of feelings of meaningfulness and 
alcohol consumption. The fourth section considers what the results of my analyses can say 
about Eveny identity-processing and what it means to be an Eveny person today. In the fifth 
section, I reflect upon whether participants’ demographic characteristics could have skewed 
my findings. The sixth, seventh, and eighth sections of this chapter focus on, respectively, 
this study’s limitations, directions for future research, and my dissemination plans.  
6.1 Interpretation Caveats: Sources of Miscommunication  
Before discussing interviews, I must offer caveats regarding data interpretation. Both 
language and cultural barriers may have affected how I interpreted participants’ interviews. 
6.1.1 Misinterpretation. Though my interpreter is fluent in English and Russian, 
English concepts may not have translated directly to the Russian language, and vice-versa. 
For example, in the question “what qualities does a ‘good Eveny’ have?” the Russian word 
for ‘good’ used by my interpreter, khorosho, can be interpreted in a number of ways; its 
meaning is broader than the English word ‘good.’ Khorosho is literally translated as ‘good,’ 
‘morally good,’ ‘fine,’ or ‘okay,’ but may have been interpreted by participants as meaning 
‘authentic.’ The English word ‘good’ carries moral connotations, which is what I was hoping 
to get at; however, some participants may have believed I was asking about ‘authentic’ rather 
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than ‘moral’ Eveny. This may also apply to the questions “what are the qualities of a ‘bad 
Eveny’?” and “how does the community respond to ‘bad Eveny’?” For example, Aydin’s 
response to the former question suggests he may have been talking about ‘authenticity’ rather 
than ‘morality:’ he reported that a ‘bad Eveny’ does not work with reindeer, and “if he does 
not know the Eveny language or lifestyle, he is a bad Eveny.” It is unclear whether his 
response refers to ‘authenticity’ or ‘morality,’ and the two ideas might be conflated—a 
situation I did not consider at the time. Given the varied interpretation of questions about 
‘good/bad Eveny,’ I do not heavily consider associated responses in my discussion. 
I tried to prevent misinterpretations by: a) consulting with scholars fluent in Russian 
and English—my supervisor, her colleague (A. Savvinova), and my interpreter—about how 
my questions could be best translated to Russian and made relevant for Eveny, b) thoroughly 
discussing my interview script and the concept each question addressed with my interpreter 
prior to interviews, c) asking clarifying questions during interviews until I felt participants 
and I were on the same page regarding ambiguous concepts, and d) listening to interviews the 
day they were recorded and discussing unclear responses with my interpreter. Though I feel 
these efforts mostly prevented miscommunication, it sometimes occurred. I note in the 
following discussion where mistranslations could have affected participants’ responses.  
6.1.2 Varying cultural values. Another factor that may have led to 
miscommunication is that various Eveny cultural values and norms could have shaped 
participants’ responses. Given that I am a member of Western culture, such values and norms 
may not have been obvious to me during interviews. For example, when “Igor” indicated that 
he “does not know” whether he will continue herding, his response may have stemmed from 
a lack of willingness to talk about himself and/or the future rooted in Eveny culture; 
Willerslev et al. (2015) describe how some Eveny believe vocalizing plans makes them less 
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likely to unfold. This seems unlikely, as Ulturgasheva’s (2012) work entailed asking Eveny 
youth to describe their anticipated life trajectories, and none of them felt it inappropriate to 
discuss their future selves (it is also possible they were disconnected from ‘traditional’ Eveny 
culture and taboos, or they felt comfortable speaking about such topics with Ulturgasheva, an 
Eveny woman from their community). This may also have transpired when Timur responded 
that he does not know what is important to him, and he does not have goals. Perhaps the 
Russian word for goal, tsel, did not carry the same connotations as its English counterpart; or 
his comments may have reflected a similar hesitation to talk about the future/oneself.  
 There were two other instances where participants’ responses appeared influenced by 
cultural values. When I asked “when are you a ‘good Eveny’?”, no participants affirmatively 
responded. As Vitebsky notes (2005, p. 269), Eveny culture emphasizes humility and not 
boasting. The comments of Nikolay (“I cannot talk about myself as being good or not”) and 
Afanasiy B. (“other people might think he is [a ‘good Eveny’], but he cannot say about 
himself”) exemplify this cultural value and cut to the core of this issue. Thus, I have chosen 
not to explore participants’ responses to this question in-depth, and I instead interpret them as 
further evidencing the value Eveny place on modesty/humbleness. 
The second instance where participants’ responses seemed influenced by cultural 
values was when I asked them about what is important to others. Two participants in Group 1 
and three in Group 2 reported that they did not know what is important to others. Though 
these participants may really not know what is important to other Eveny, it is possible that 
they did not wish to share their thoughts on this with me. Commenting on what is important 
to others requires speaking about their goals and routes to happiness, which may go against 
Eveny cultural values/norms, which emphasize minding one’s own business (Vitebsky, 2005, 
p. 269). When a participant stated that he does not know what is important to others, the 
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underlying subtext may have been that he felt it is inappropriate to comment on others’ lives. 
Given this possible inconsistency, I exercise caution when discussing participants’ views on 
what is important to others, and I do not take the answer “I don’t know” literally. 
There is one circumstance in which it remains unclear if participants’ responses were 
affected by cultural norms and values. When I asked participants what their concerns are in 
life, half of Group 1 (N = 3) and Group 2 (N = 4) reported having no concerns. On one hand, 
these interviewees may genuinely not have any worries; on the other, it is possible they did 
not wish to share their concerns with me—an outsider they had just met who does not speak 
their language (conversely, maybe participants were more likely to confide in me, as I had 
travelled far to their village and was perceived as a ‘scientist,’ a respected position in Russian 
society). Or perhaps participants reporting no concerns stems from a lack of willingness to 
discuss their future plans to address such concerns (Vitebsky, 2005; Willerslev et al., 2015). 
These explanations seem more likely than half of interviewees having no life concerns 
(especially given many Group 2 participants experience herding problems). Thus, when 
discussing participants’ life concerns, I do not take a reported lack of concerns at face value. 
Other circumstances where I felt participants’ responses may have been affected by 
sociocultural values/norms are noted throughout this chapter. 
6.2 Different Life-ways, Different Relations with Land 
 Since the ancestors of Eveny and Evenki traveled out of eastern China around 3000 
years ago (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 6), migration through the landscape with their reindeer herds 
has been a defining feature of their culture—at least up until the past century. These days, the 
outcomes of Soviet-driven sedentarization efforts remain salient, and most Eveny now live in 
villages or cities, while only a small portion herd (Vitebsky, 2012). These different life-ways 
entail different patterns of land-use. A herder is out in the tundra or taiga engaging with the 
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environment almost every day, while his settled counterpart may rarely leave the village. 
These and other traditional land-use differences exist between the herders and non-herders 
interviewed for this study. I first explore differences in groups’ hunting practices, followed 
by information about herding, including a discussion of the profession’s future. I conclude 
this section by describing participants’ psychological connections to the lands they use.  
  6.2.1 Hunting. All but two participants, both in Group 1, subsistence hunt. The 
prevalence of subsistence hunting decreased following the Soviet-driven movement towards 
sedentarization and collectivization. Eveny men were assigned village jobs (e.g., in 
construction), so they purchased provisions in villages to feed their families (Sasaki, 2003; 
Takakura, 2002; Vitebsky, 2005). Unless the state appointed men as ‘state-hunters,’ they did 
not have time to hunt. Following the demise of the USSR and the social support system it 
provided its citizens, including guaranteed/mandatory employment, “people began to return 
to the concept of self-sufficiency,” and subsistence hunting once again became common, 
especially in the Eveno-Bytantaysky National District (Sasaki, 2003, p. 90).  
In order to “survive” the ensuing “serious economic crisis,” Eveny and Sakha persons 
in this District began to incorporate more hunted meat into their diets (Sasaki, 2003, p. 92). 
As Sasaki (2003, p. 90) put it, they were “living off nature to make up for the shortage of 
monetary income.” Increased subsistence hunting was a response to a number of factors: the 
collapsed state’s failure to provide wages (particularly for state-farms employees), the 
cessation of guaranteed work, skyrocketing food prices, goods simply not arriving in stores 
after state shipping subsidies dried up, or a combination of these factors. Sharing hunted meat 
with relatives and friends—a custom of ‘traditional’ Eveny culture—was a key aspect of this 
survival strategy. Ulturgasheva (2014) indicates distributing meat amongst one’s social 
network—something I witnessed numerous times while in Batagay-Alyta—still occurs today, 
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but now promotes social cohesion and fosters interpersonal and interfamilial bonds. While 
economic circumstances are not as dismal in the Eveno-Bytantaysky National District as they 
were in the 1990s, interviewees indicated that subsistence hunting remains prevalent.  
Though almost all participants hunt, where they do so varies. Group 1 uses public 
lands near the village where anyone can hunt. For non-herders, hunting is an activity that is 
removed from their everyday lives in the village; they have to plan a time to hunt, acquire 
supplies, and then leave the community, perhaps after work or on a weekend. Group 2 hunts 
wherever/whenever is convenient on their territories, and they are careful not to hunt on lands 
of others. Even though both groups subsistence hunt, for herders hunting is more common in 
their daily lives, as it is necessary and more readily accessible. They often camp in (or easily 
travel to) locations where game is plentiful. Further, herders have far fewer opportunities to 
purchase goods in the village and transport of foods to camp is a challenge (Vitebsky, 2005).  
The varying frequencies with which groups hunt may account for the differential 
feelings they linked with this activity. Non-herders linked hunting to positive themes (e.g., 
when Maksim is on holiday, he travels to his cabin outside of Batagay-Alyta to hunt and give 
his “brain a vacation” from job stress). Timur does not hunt because he does not enjoy it, 
implying that for him, subsistence hunting is not a necessity like it is for herders. Though 
herders also linked being in the tundra with positive emotions, none associated such feelings 
with hunting as non-herders did. Herders hunt solely for food and to kill predators. 
These two attitudes towards hunting—whether it is viewed as a) a typical, but 
necessary, part of one’s daily routine or b) a leisure activity that provides a break from the 
monotony of everyday life—are further evidenced by variations in groups’ desires to hunt 
more. Out of the four participants in Group 1 who hunt, three reported that they would like to 
hunt more (but cannot do so because of work demands). In Group 2, only two herders would 
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like to hunt more, and both were <25 years. Perhaps these two were young enough that the 
novelty of hunting had yet to fade; however, Konstantin, the third young herder with whom I 
spoke (18 years), stated that he does not “really like hunting” and wished he did not have to 
do it. Regardless of why differential perspectives on hunting exist between these herders and 
non-herders, they are one of many factors illustrating how members of these groups interact 
with and perceive their environments in dramatically different ways.  
 6.2.2 Herding. In this subsection, I describe participants’ responses about reindeer 
herding. I first explore their views on the state of herding today and where the occupation is 
heading, then discuss how some believed obshchiny will solidify the future of herding. This 
section primarily draws from Group 2’s (herders) interviews; however, Group 1’s (non-
herders) responses, particularly from Gavril and Nikolay (former herders), are included. 
 6.2.2.1 Reindeer herding today: Apprehension and optimism. Given the issues with 
herding identified by Group 2, it is unsurprising that seven participants (Group 1: N = 4; 
Group 2: N = 3) reported that fewer youths are becoming herders and the profession’s future 
is uncertain. Across all interviews, the topic of youth disinterest in herding came up 31 times. 
Those members of each group reported that lack of young people in herding camps is 
becoming a problem for aging herders. Aydin, Nikolay (Group 1), and Eduard (Group 2) 
indicated that youth disinterest in herding is a matter they were personally worried about.  
Participants attributed this decrease of young herders to many of the same factors 
identified by Ulturgasheva (2012) and Vitebsky (2005, 2010): poor working conditions, 
low/absent wages (which many herders linked to state disorganization and apathy), and 
desire for education and a higher standard of life. Nikolay summed it up: “[youth] want to try 
the easy way of life. They want to work in the city or village, because herding is difficult ... 
This is the reason why the future of herding is unclear.” He added that youth who do become 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  87 
herders over-rely on new technologies, like “snowracers,” and want to go to the village every 
chance they get to “drink and not work,” causing them to lose “skills a herder must know.” 
Involuntary celibacy, a factor that Vitebsky (2010) stresses makes herding less appealing to 
young men in Sebyan, was surprisingly not mentioned by participants. Perhaps they were 
uncomfortable discussing this, or maybe it is not an issue here. I did not ask herders about 
their families, but half said that they have a spouse, opposing Vitebsky’s assertion. It is also 
possible celibacy would have been referenced if I had spoken with more young herders.  
In terms of why they chose not to become herders, members of Group 1 gave a 
number of reasons in line with Vitebsky’s (2005) and Ulturgasheva’s (2012) explanations for 
why fewer Eveny men are herding (section 5.1.1.2). All herders older than 25 years indicated 
they would continue herding for the foreseeable future. The three young adult herders (<25 
years) with whom I spoke had varying views about whether they would continue herding 
(section 5.1.2.2). Their outlooks are consistent with the variety of stances noted by 
Ulturgasheva (2012) and Vitebsky (2005): some young herders leave their villages for an 
education but return afterwards, while others would rather pursue easier, more lucrative jobs.  
 Contrary to what other herders reported, Petr said that “many children in the 
community” plan to become herders, including his own son and his son’s friend. These 
children often beg Petr to let them accompany him in the tundra. He reported children like 
herding because they enjoy being with the horses and reindeer around herding camps, and 
they like being in the tundra. Many Eveny children, he said, eagerly anticipate summertime 
when they will be able to join their fathers’ or families’ herds. Perhaps Petr’s perspective is 
skewed because he occupies a position of prominence (brigadier), and youths may be more 
likely to express interest in herding to him. Or maybe because Petr has his own children, he 
interacts more frequently with youth than other herders and, thus, has a better understanding 
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of youths’ attitudes towards the profession. Regardless, Petr adds that whether youth become 
interested in herding depends on how they are treated by herders: “it depends on your 
relationship with children; if you are more polite with them, they will want to work as 
herders. If you are more strict and aggressive, it is not good.” If Petr is correct, that getting 
youth interested in herding depends on how they are treated by herders, which is sometimes 
not very well (Ulturgasheva, 2014), perhaps minor changes in the ways that herders interact 
with youth could bolster youth interest in this way of life.  
Further reasons to be optimistic about the fate of Eveny herding were given by the 
director of the school in Batagay-Alyta, a Sakha man with whom I informally conversed 
shortly after I arrived in the village (Sept. 4, 2018), who gave me permission to reference 
notes from our conversation. He indicated that while in school, many Eveny and Sakha 
youths of both genders spend summer with herds, either with the school at nearby “Base 
Mongol” or with their parents. Throughout the year, students take classes that teach them the 
skills and knowledge required to herd (e.g., how to survive in the tundra and lasso reindeer). 
When I inquired about what happens to youths after they finish school, the director said 
many youths, Eveny and Sakha, pursue this occupation, and there is no reason to worry about 
the future of Eveny reindeer herding. He said, reindeer are not disappearing, and “if there are 
deer, Eveny will be; no one can ever change this.”  
The school director’s comments should be interpreted with caution. Given his 
position of power, he had an interest in painting a rosy picture of the school; it is the domain 
for which he is accountable. When I asked whether local youths face any problems, for 
example, he gave a vague response and then ended our conversation. When I described our 
talk to my interpreter, he agreed that the director was unlikely to portray the school or village 
in a negative fashion. If word got out that he told me negative things about the community, 
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he could get in trouble with his “higher-ups.” The director may have chosen to tell me that 
local youths have no problems, and many will herd, to avoid embarrassment or punishment.  
The school director did list numerous ways the state could improve conditions for 
herders, many of which were also mentioned by interviewees. He reported that Batagay-
Alyta needs a state-sponsored program to support the families of young herders by building 
them comfortable and warm houses in the village, and providing herders higher salaries. He 
believes that retired state-farm herders should be given “respectable” pensions and houses in 
the village. As discussed, a number of participants also talked about how the state needs to 
improve its treatment of herders. They described how state apathy has led to a decline in 
working conditions for herders, decreased productivity, and threatened herding’s future. 
6.2.2.2 Can obshchiny save reindeer herding? One way to address herders’ problems 
due to poor economic circumstances and state mismanagement/apathy is to reduce 
government control. In obshchiny, reindeer herds are communally owned and cared for by 
associations of families. Some participants described how circumstances are better and more 
stable for herders in this system compared to state-farms. One participant suggested that 
increased ownership of reindeer by obshchiny could solidify herding’s future. By transferring 
control of herding from the hands of the state, herders and their families have more power 
over their destinies and working conditions. Further, participants stated more youth take up 
herding with obshchiny, partially because they have more control over working conditions, 
and partially because their families’ livelihoods are invested in their herds. If no new herders 
replace those who retire, their families will lose money and be unable to support themselves. 
Herders across Siberia use obshchiny—e.g., Chukchi in Chukotka (Gray, 2000), 
Evenki in Northern Transbaykalia (Fondahl, 1998), Nenets in Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous 
Okrug (Stammler, 2005), and Yukaghirs in the Sakha Republic’s Kolyma Regions (Derlicki, 
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2010). This system appeared following the economic crisis that accompanied the USSR’s 
downfall, which “opened opportunities for more diversity in ... herding systems” (Krupnik, 
2000, p. 52). The decentralization of herding and creation of obshchiny enabled herders to 
survive when state-farms and the state welfare system collapsed. Over time, obshchiny have 
come to do more than just enable Indigenous peoples to support themselves (Fondahl, 2005). 
According to Stammler (2005, p. 110), they have become “ideal umbrellas for collective 
action by [I]ndigenous people in the spheres of land rights, native economies, and local self-
government” (see also Fondahl, 2003; Gray, 2001). It is these factors that make obshchiny 
appealing to many herders today. The success of the obshchiny system also lies in the fact 
that it shifts the focus of reindeer from being “a ‘commodity’ under a state-controlled 
economy” to the “foundation for family life and a means of survival ... [a source of] cultural 
continuity and ethnic pride” (Krupnik, 2000, p. 52).  
Obshchiny can evidently provide greater opportunities than state-farms for 
meaningful engagement with reindeer and one’s family. This is significant, as six herders 
indicated reindeer are an important part of their lives, and five said the same thing about 
family (as did half of Group 1). I was only able to interview two obshchina herders (one of 
whom was quite young and the other semi-retired). Thus, I am unable to consider how 
obshchiny may affect herders’ experiences of meaning, and this warrants further research.  
As noted, obshchiny enable greater self-determination for Eveny (and other Siberian 
Indigenous groups) by supplying a means for them to organize as groups and collectively 
argue for improved land rights and economic circumstances (Gray, 2001; Stammler, 2005). 
Further, obshchina territories are in line with, and in some cases nearly identical to (Krupnik, 
2000; see Fondahl, 1998), pre-contact herding territories. Perhaps, then, by empowering 
Eveny and allowing for more meaningful engagement with factors they deem significant 
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(family, reindeer), the obshchina system will improve working conditions for herders, attract 
more young herders, and, thus, solidify the future of herding, as interviewees suggested. 
Given herders’ psychological connections to land describe below, it seems probable that 
moving herds from state enterprises to obshchiny—thereby giving herders greater control of 
their territories and, ultimately, destinies—would improve their quality of life and wellbeing. 
6.2.3 Psychological connections to land. All participants who spend time outside of 
the village (N = 12) associated numerous positive feelings with being on and using the land 
and its resources. This is not surprising, given that an emerging body of literature links 
interaction with the natural world with psychological wellbeing (Howell & Passmore, 2013). 
Among Western individuals, engagement with nature is generally associated with improved 
mental wellness (Howell, Dopko, Passmore, & Buro, 2011; Howell, Passmore, & Buro, 
2013), as well as with various indicators of psychological health. These include: increased 
happiness (Cervinka, Röderer, & Hefler, 2011; Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2011; Zelenski 
& Nisbet, 2014), life satisfaction and self-esteem (Zhang, Howell, & Iyer, 2014), 
mindfulness (Howell et al., 2011), prosociality (Zhang, Piff et al., 2014), self-reflection 
(Richardson & Sheffield, 2015), spirituality (Kamitsis & Francis, 2013), and meaning in life 
(Howell et al., 2012; Passmore & Howell, 2014a, 2014b), as well as decreased anxiety 
(Martyn & Brymer, 2016). Though these studies do not consistently define or operationalize 
‘engagement with nature,’ they broadly demonstrate the power of the natural environment to 
influence people’s psychological functioning.  
Even though the ways herders and non-herders linked positive emotions to traditional 
land-use did not substantially vary, some differences are worthy of discussion. Group 2 
connected more positive emotions to land than Group 1 (ten vs. five). Further, Group 1 
solely associated relaxation and freedom with being in the tundra. Group 2, however, 
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employed a much richer vocabulary, associating their territories with feelings of relaxation, 
freedom, contentment, belonging, comfort, and success. As mentioned, unlike Group 1, 
Group 2 did not link hunting with these positive emotions; instead, they connected them with 
other aspects of being in the tundra, such as having the freedom to travel wherever they 
please, not having anyone boss them around, or herding with their families in the summer. 
These variations could be a result of Group 2 spending more time in the tundra and having 
developed stronger connections to this land. Their more varied descriptions of emotions 
associated with traditional land-use could also stem from there being more participants who 
go out on the land in Group 2 than in Group 1 (eight vs. four), or unknown factors. 
6.2.3.1 Eveny and the tundra: A complex relationship. Another explanation for the 
different feelings groups associated with traditional land-use may have to do with the varying 
complexity of their relationships with land. Group 1 viewed the tundra as a place a) to do 
non-essential, often leisurely hunting, b) that provides an escape from work/life demands in 
the village, and c) that they can travel to voluntarily. Though they have emotional ties to 
land, Group 2 works in the tundra all year, so they did not see it as a place to relax.  
An element that may further complicate herders’ relationships with the territories 
through which they migrate is how their subjective experiences of being in the tundra 
contrast with being in the village. Half of Group 2 linked being on the land to feelings of 
wellness (contentment, comfort, belonging), while the same were not reported by Group 1. 
This may be related to herders’ dislike of the village—a place where they feel bored, 
experience discomfort and alienation, lack agency, and their movement through space is 
constrained, factors which drive many to drink until they return to their herds (Ulturgasheva, 
2012, 2014; Vitebsky, 2005). Five herders stated that they prefer being in the tundra to the 
village, even though I did not directly ask about this. Based on the above findings, herders 
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and non-herders clearly experience these places—the tundra and village—in different ways, 
which may affect their psychological functioning. I expand upon the issues discussed here, 
such as alcohol abuse, including how they may be addressed, in sections 6.5 and 6.10. 
6.2.3.2 How do land-use findings fit in the literature? This study contributes to the 
body of research that has consistently found a connection between nature and Indigenous 
psychological wellbeing. McCormick and Wong (2006), for example, report that Indigenous 
peoples in North America, all of whom are settled in villages or cities, like Group 1, 
experience positive emotions while in nature, such as relaxation and a sense of wellbeing. 
Further, based on a review of literature, these researchers indicate that developing a 
connection with the environment (and environmental spirits) helps North American 
Indigenous persons heal following traumatic experiences. Gee (2010, p. 31) describes 
transformative moments—what he calls “wild epiphanies”—experienced by Indigenous 
youths enrolled in a wilderness-based rehabilitative program in Northern BC. One program 
facilitator explains how nature promotes self-esteem and confidence in Indigenous youth: 
After hiking with youths to view “spectacular mountain ridges forming vistas of 
uninterrupted natural beauty ... I could see the reaction of the kids, it was 
unbelievable ... That was really kind of a holistic kind of moment where the 
youth clearly felt better about who they were as people and you could just feel it 
... Their personalities flourished.” (Gee, 2010, p. 34) 
 
Other research has documented the importance of the natural world to Indigenous wellbeing 
in North America (Big-Canoe & Richmond, 2014; Condon et al., 1995; Levesque & Li, 
2014; Papillon, 2008; Salée, 2006) and Russia (e.g., Kistova et al., 2014). Albrecht et al. 
(2007) found that when Australian Aboriginals have a connection to a place, and it is 
destroyed, for example by mining, they experience psychological pain. Windsor and McVey 
(2005) describe a similar link between place destruction and mental health following the 
construction of a dam that inundated the territories of the Cheslatta T’En First Nation (BC).  
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As noted, the power of the natural environment to influence psychological wellbeing 
is not limited to Indigenous peoples. A substantial amount of research describes a well-
established connection between being in nature and mental health across all of humankind 
(e.g., Barton & Pretty, 2010; Bratman, Hamilton, & Daily, 2010; Capaldi, Dopko, Zelenski, 
2014; Cervinka et al., 2011; Howell et al., 2011; Howell & Passmore, 2013; Howell et al., 
2012; Kamitsis & Francis, 2013; Martyn & Brymer, 2016; Nisbet et al., 2011; Passmore & 
Howell, 2014a, 2014b; Pretty, 2004; Richardson & Sheffield, 2015; Zelenski & Nisbet, 2014; 
Zhang, Howell, & Iyer, 2014; Zhang, Piff et al., 2014). This study’s results contribute to this 
literature by providing further empirical support that interaction with the natural world is 
associated with positive psychological states of mind—freedom, relaxation, and contentment, 
to name a few examples. In a series of studies, Howell et al. (2013) found that psychological 
wellbeing and feelings of connectedness to nature both correlate significantly with meaning 
in life. They extrapolate this finding and propose that nature may provide psychological 
benefits because it serves as an avenue for feelings of meaningfulness. Although the present 
study did not directly investigate whether participants’ positive feelings about natural 
environments associate with meaning, I did find some indirect support for this notion, 
addressed in section 6.3.3. The relationship between traditional land-use and meaning among 
Eveny (and Evenki) warrants further research, particularly given their adherence to a rich 
“ecological ethic” (Sirina, 2008, p. 10), which may constitute a source of meaning itself.  
6.3 Shared Meaning: Family, Finances, and Reindeer 
 Though herders’ and non-herders’ experiences of meaning in life often varried 
(section 5.3), as noted (section 5.4), groups also shared some meaning sources—namely, 
family and finances—and both groups deemed reindeer to be highly important.  
6.3.1 Family. My results indicate that family is a key source of meaning in life for 
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many of the Eveny with whom I spoke, regardless of group (section 5.4.1). Research with 
Westerners has consistently found nuclear family serves as a source of meaning (De Vogler 
& Ebersole, 1981, 1983; Ebersole & Depaola, 1986; Ivtzan et al., 2016; Lambert et al., 2010; 
Lightsey & Sweeney, 2008). As well, family cohesion is associated with mental wellbeing 
(Lightsey & Sweeney, 2008). My findings, thus, can be interpreted as providing support for 
the notion that family constitutes a source of meaning across cultures. Social roles—e.g., in 
families—imbue peoples’ lives with meaning by supplying values and a sense of purpose 
based on group beliefs, and by defining expectations of what the future may look like—both 
of which facilitate the development of fulfilling goals that make life feel meaningful (McCall 
& Simons, 1996; Zadro, Williams, & Richardson, 2004). Exclusion from social relations can 
result in decreased meaning in life (Stillman et al., 2009). Studies with Indigenous North 
Americans have found interconnectedness with family, community, and culture correlate 
with psychological wellbeing (McCormack & Wong, 2006). Given our species’ evolutionary 
propensity for gregariousness, the importance of one’s social group (e.g., family) to mental 
wellbeing is likely a nearly universal human attribute (Aronson, 2004; Baumeister, 2005).   
The significance of family in Eveny culture is further evidenced by two factors. First, 
five participants (two in Group 1, three in Group 2) reported family is important to others in 
their community. Second, some herders, like Petr, enjoy having their families join them while 
herding (he also noted that raising a family is a quality of a ‘good Eveny’). The cultural value 
placed on family may also contribute to why herders at state-farms indicated conditions are 
poor, and may be why some herders felt circumstances are better in obshchiny, which often 
(though not always) entail greater family involvement. Contrary to this, the sole participant 
who herds with his family in an obshchina, Konstantin, did not wish to continue herding; 
however, his views may differ from those of other young obshchiny herders. 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  96 
Ethnographic research highlights the central role ‘family’ plays in the lives of Eveny. 
Ulturgasheva (2012, 2014, 2016) and Ulturgasheva et al. (2014) describe how relationships 
with family members, including sharing food amongst familial networks, promotes the 
wellbeing of Eveny youth in Topolinoye. Youth who grew up herding in this village also 
eagerly returned to help their families after pursuing education in Yakutsk (Ulturgasheva, 
2012, 2014). Vitebsky (2005) describes the tightknit bonds of Eveny families who herded 
near Sebyan, many of whom formed highly effective brigades. Vitebsky (2010, p. 38), 
however, reports “the very existence of [Eveny] family life is now threatened by alienation 
[from herding], alcoholism, and suicide.” So, what can my findings say about this assertion?  
If family constitutes a source of meaning in life for many Eveny, this suggests that in 
their cases their families are sufficiently robust to fulfill at least some psychological needs. 
Some factors, however, may indicate family life in Eveny communities is, in fact, 
‘threatened.’ Many herders have children in the village that they only see a few days each 
year. When they are in the village, herders are frequently intoxicated, so they often only see 
their children while inebriated (Ulturgasheva, 2012). A number of Sakha persons with whom 
I informally spoke in Batagay-Alyta reported that this does indeed transpire. Ulturgasheva 
(2012, 2014) notes that Eveny youths in Topolinoye often experience psychological distress 
due to both rarely seeing their parents and their parents’ alcohol consumption while in the 
village. Thus, available data are conflicting. Although I found ‘family’ can serve as a source 
of meaning for some Eveny, my findings do not allow me to draw any further concrete 
conclusions about the status of family life in Batagay-Alyta. Given the role close social 
bonds play in psychological health (e.g., Lightsey & Sweeney, 2008), additional research is 
evidently needed to assess the wellbeing of families in Eveny communities, as well as to 
explore how exactly family can provide a source of meaning for Eveny. 
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 6.3.2 Finances. Further sources of meaning shared between groups pertain to 
financial factors (section 5.4.2). Capitalistic tendencies (e.g., valuing money) were possibly 
introduced to Eveny, and other Siberian Indigenous groups, by Russian colonizers in the mid-
17th century (Forsyth, 1992, p. 61). The importance participants placed on financial factors, 
however, likely stems from the “uncontrolled capitalism [that] raged throughout Russia” 
during/after the USSR’s collapse (Sasaki, 2003, p. 90). In the post-Soviet period, state-farms 
and social support systems crumbled, and Indigenous Siberians had to support themselves. 
Employment and economic independence are prominent values in capitalistic 
Western cultures, such as the United States (Macionis, 2005, p. 66), and now Russia 
(Bashkirova, 2001; Magun, 1998; Ralston, Holt, Terpstra, Kai-Cheung, 2008). Research has 
consistently found that employment can supply feelings of meaning in life in Western 
persons (de Klerk, 2005; De Vogler & Ebersole, 1983; Debats, 1999, Dunn, Wewiorski, & 
Rogers, 2008; Ebersole & Depaola, 1987; Nordenmark, 1999; Pattakos, 2017; Steger & Dik, 
2009; Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012; Yeager & Bundick, 2009). Beyond simply providing 
financial benefits, employment is perceived as a meaningful activity because it supplies 
avenues for achievable personal goals and life purpose (Emmons, 2004). This is particularly 
true if one’s job is in line with one’s values or is perceived to serve some higher purpose 
(Sparks & Schenk, 2001; Steger & Dik, 2009)—e.g., herders who deem reindeer and 
preservation of their life-ways to be important, or Anatoly, who works towards upholding 
Eveny culture. Among older Western adults, employment also constitutes a source of 
meaning via generativity, specifically, by providing an opportunity to pass on knowledge and 
experience to younger generations (Mor-Barak, 1995). This is consistent with the views of 
herders who valued caring for reindeer because they knew in the future the herds will provide 
for their children, who will then uphold the herding profession. For example, Afanasiy B. 
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aimed to grow his reindeer herd so he can “give all his work to his children, to continue the 
Eveny lifestyle and the work of reindeer herders.”   
The sole difference between Groups 1 and 2 in regard to meaning and financial 
factors is that herders did not explicitly mention employment or having a job. Half of Group 
1 indicated that they have goals that pertain to their jobs, while this was not the case in Group 
2. This discrepancy may be because herding, although technically an occupation, is a way of 
life. That is, working as a herder encompasses all aspects of one’s life. Reindeer continuously 
need looking after; herders never ‘clock out’ at the end of the day. Eveny who live in the 
village may have more rigid boundaries between ‘work time’ and ‘non-work time,' creating 
better defined categories in their minds around employment. This is supported by a roughly 
equal portion of herders indicating they have goals in life that pertain to herding relative to 
the percentage of non-herders who have goals associated with work. Differences between the 
terms groups used to describe work could also be due to a variety (or combination) of other 
factors—e.g., Group 1 may be more influenced by Russian/Western media (e.g., television 
programs) in which styles of ‘typical’ lives including employment unfold. 
The relationship between meaning in life due to employment and psychological 
wellbeing found in Western individuals may have implications for mental healthcare among 
Eveny. In Western culture, people who feel as though the work they do is meaningful report 
greater psychological wellbeing (Arnold et al., 2007), especially if they believe their work 
serves some sort of higher purpose (Dik & Duffy, 2009). If obshchiny provide greater 
opportunities for meaningful engagement with reindeer and one’s family—two factors that 
contributed to meaning in the lives of herders—it seems plausible that herders who work in 
these units may perceive their jobs to be more meaningful than herders at state-farms. A 
combination of a) more meaningful employment via the obshchina system, b) the fact that 
O’ROURKE – EVENY TRADITIONAL LAND-USE AND MEANING  99 
some participants, like Eduard, believed obshchiny will save the reindeer herding 
profession—a ‘higher purpose’ to many Eveny—and c) the correlation of increased meaning 
in life and decreased substance abuse (Harlow, Newcomb, & Bentler, 1986; Newcomb & 
Harlow, 1986), perhaps the obshchina system may lead to improved mental health outcomes 
among reindeer herders. Given the severity of alcohol abuse among herders when in villages 
(e.g., Vitebsky, 2005), it is imperative that future research explores this possibility. 
 6.3.3 Reindeer. Other factors both groups deemed highly important were reindeer 
and herding (section 5.4.3). Results indicate that reindeer herding provided a source of 
meaning for many herders. This is expected, as herding encompasses all facets of their lives 
and shapes their subjective experiences of reality. Looking after the herd affects their values 
and goals (e.g., growing a herd’s population), structures their daily activities (e.g., 
migrations, hunting predatory animals), influences their emotional experiences (Vitebsky, 
2012; Vitebsky & Alekseyev, 2015a), and, thus, contributes to feelings of meaning in their 
lives. This finding adds to the literature that demonstrates the capacity of traditional land-use 
to affect Indigenous peoples’ psychological lives (e.g., Albrecht et al., 2007; Big-Canoe & 
Richmond, 2014; Condon et al., 1995; McCormack & Wong, 2006; Kistova et al., 2014).  
The result that herding reindeer provides many herders with meaning in life could 
have implications for efforts to improve mental wellness in Eveny communities. For 
example, perhaps herding could be restructured in a manner that facilitates more meaningful 
interaction with reindeer (e.g., as in the obshchina system). Or maybe Eveny suffering from 
substance abuse (or other mental health issues) could be treated using land-based clinical 
methods—such as immersion in nature, like in the wilderness-based rehabilitation program 
described by Gee (2010). These are just possibilities and additional research is surely needed 
to fully unravel the associations of traditional land-use, meaning, and mental health in Eveny 
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communities. I more thoroughly discuss this matter in section 6.10. 
Though reindeer herding may not directly provide an avenue for meaning in life for 
non-herders, these animals are viewed as important by this demographic. Four members of 
Group 1 associated reindeer herding with some cognitive component of meaning (e.g., 
Nikolay is personally concerned by the declining reindeer population). Two may have been 
more invested in reindeer because one was a retired herder and one was a veterinarian who 
regularly works with these animals. Nevertheless, the value non-herders consistently placed 
on herding despite generally not working with these animals is noteworthy.  
Reindeer and herding are focal images of Eveny society—symbols considered 
representative of their culture (Sasaki, 2003). Though I acknowledge that participants were 
aware that I was studying reindeer herding and perhaps could have told me what they thought 
I wanted to hear, reindeer seem to be perceived by many Eveny to define what it means to be 
a proper Eveny person (recall that half of participants deemed reindeer herding to be a quality 
of ‘good Eveny,’ and roughly a third of participants considered not working with reindeer an 
aspect of ‘bad Eveny,’ though these results should be interpreted with caution, in light of the 
questions’ possible varied interpretations). It is not merely that this way of life is celebrated 
by Eveny in an acknowledgement of their heritage. I discuss in sections 6.6 and 6.7 how the 
relationship between Eveny culture/identity and these animals is far more complex—a point I 
return to after briefly exploring Eveny spirituality and substance abuse. 
6.4 Spirituality and Meaning  
Though religion and spirituality are often sources of meaning for Western persons 
(Howell et al., 2013; Ivtzan et al., 2016; Kamitsis & Francis, 2013), I did not find any direct 
evidence of this among Eveny in Batagay-Alyta. The topic of spirituality only came up once 
in interviews. When Afanasiy F. was listing ‘bad Eveny’ traits, he explained that it is 
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important to respect traditions in order to uphold moral relationships with environmental 
spirits so that they permit Eveny to harvest natural resources—a notion consistent with other 
research (e.g., Brandi!auskas, 2017; Povoroznyuk, 2008; Vitebsky, 2005). Of course, 
adherence to such environmental ethics could provide some Eveny with a source of meaning, 
but this was not indicated by participants. Outside of interviews, Eveny and Sakha people 
with whom I spoke in the village reported that the community is mostly atheist. I was told 
that shamanism and forms of pre-Soviet Eveny (and Sakha) spirituality are mostly absent in 
the community. No one was aware of any shamans visiting Batagay-Alyta, nor did anybody 
know of any Eveny shamans anywhere. Though I cannot say with certainty that no Eveny in 
Batagay-Alyta practice pre-Soviet forms of shamanism, my observations are consistent with 
Vitebsky’s (2005, p. 389) comment that shamanism has vanished from Eveny villages. 
Many persons in Batagay-Alyta, both Eveny and Sakha, engage in a number of small 
rituals that stem from ‘traditional’ beliefs and conceptualizations of reality. For example, 
each time we visited the Ulakhan-Sakkyryr River, my Sakha host family would leave olady 
(small pancakes) and tea bags as offerings to the river’s spirit. Every time a fire was started 
while on fishing trips, a bit of vodka was poured in to ‘feed the fire,’ an offering to its spirit. 
When I was riding an ATV through the foothills of the Verkhoyansk Mountains, I noticed 
trees in specific locations (e.g., overlooking a glacial lake) had many coloured ribbons tied 
around them. I inquired about the practices I saw, and numerous persons—Eveny and 
Sakha—told me that remnants of animism (Russian: animizm) still exist in the village today. 
The presence of practices indicative of animism demonstrates that although many 
Eveny (and Sakha) beliefs and traditions have disappeared (Vitebsky, 2005, p. 232), their 
view of the landscape as spiritually-imbued persists. On one instance, I was skipping stones 
on the Ulakhan-Sakkyryr River, and an Eveny man kindly told me that throwing pebbles in 
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the river disrespects its spirit and the spirits of nearby fish. Other researchers confirm that in 
many Eveny villages, such as Topolinoye and Sebyan (e.g., Ulturgasheva, 2012; Vitebsky, 
2005, 2012), as well as in Evenki communities (e.g., Anderson, 1998, 2000; Brandi!auskas, 
2017; Fondahl, 1998; Sirina, 2008), people do uphold some traditional practices, like feeding 
a fire’s spirit, and perceive their landscapes as spiritually-imbued places. Animistic beliefs 
may influence Eveny self-concepts, identity-processing, and, thus, experiences of meaning. 
Although this was not suggested in interviews, such beliefs are common in this part of the 
world. The villagers with whom I conversed about spirituality, however, do not believe 
Eveny are any more animistic than the other Indigenous peoples of the Sakha Republic. 
Though this study did not support the notion that spirituality provides a source of 
meaning in life for Eveny, this is still a possibility. Eveny view all aspects of their natural 
world, including reindeer, as being imbued with spirits (Vitebsky, 2012). As reindeer herding 
is a source of meaning, and working with these animals entails upholding moral relations 
with their spirits, perhaps the spiritual facet of herding—i.e., altering behaviour to appease 
spirits—is subjectively experienced by Eveny as meaningful. I did not explicitly investigate 
this topic. Kamitsis and Francais (2013) suggest that in Western culture, the association of 
engagement with nature and psychological wellbeing is mediated by spirituality. Thus, the 
relationship between herding, spirituality, and meaning warrants research (see section 6.10).  
6.5 Alcohol Consumption in Batagay-Alyta: Implications for Meaning? 
As discussed (section 2.7.1), alcohol abuse is rampant among Siberian Indigenous 
peoples (Bohan et al., 2012; Savchenko et al., 2015). Numerous Eveny and Western 
researchers (e.g., Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 641; Vitebsky, 2005, p. 193) confirm that this 
pattern applies to many Eveny villages, particularly amongst young males and herders. 
Although alcohol abuse only came up four times during interviews, participants passionately 
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spoke about this subject, and three members of Group 1 reported ‘drinking alcohol’ to be a 
trait of a ‘bad Eveny.’ Herders’ alcohol abuse also shaped my fieldwork experiences.  
The majority of Eveny do not have issues with alcohol abuse. Further, Eveny groups, 
like Indigenous peoples elsewhere (e.g., Chandler & Lalonde, 1998), do not all have the same 
mental health outcomes—a harmful stereotype that is often unintentionally propagated by 
Western researchers. Even though I do not wish to perpetuate negative stereotypes about 
Eveny, or Indigenous peoples in general, alcoholism is sufficiently common in Batagay-
Alyta that it constitutes a problem and, thus, is worthy of discussion. To avoid depicting 
interviewees in a negative light, I will not identify them in this section.  
Based on my experiences, drinking alcohol, usually vodka, appears to be largely 
socially accepted in the Sakha Republic, as well as Russia in general. For example, a Sakha 
family with whom I shared many meals would drink a small glass of vodka during lunch and 
dinner on weekends (this was the extent of their alcohol use; I did not witness them become 
intoxicated). Thus, it is curious that three non-herders reported ‘drinking alcohol’ to be a 
characteristic of a ‘bad Eveny,’ while this was not mentioned by herders. Though herders 
generally do not have access to alcohol in herding camps, many partake in alcohol binge 
drinking while in the village (Ulturgasheva, 2012; Vitebsky, 2005). Perhaps this discrepancy 
in groups’ views towards alcohol abuse stemmed from the more frequent and, thus, 
normalized binge drinking among herders, and they did not view it as problematic or 
unhealthy. Ethnographic accounts of alcohol abuse in Eveny communities indeed highlight 
that it mostly occurs amongst young male herders (Ulturgasheva, 2012, p. 641; Vitebsky, 
2005, p. 193). Or maybe herders did not reference alcohol because they had recently been 
drinking and did not mention it out of embarrassment, a suggestion made by a local Sakha 
man with whom I spoke. When I asked him why herders drink in the village, he simply 
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responded, “because they can’t drink in the tundra,” and he indicated this pattern of alcohol 
abuse exists in herders of all ethnicities. Their binges usually last at least a few days, but 
rarely more than a week. After I inquired as to what herders do when they drink, he stated, 
“they go around the village visiting family and friends and drink with them. Or, [less often] 
they drink alone at home.” Alcohol use is indeed often at the centre of social networks in 
Northern Indigenous peoples, such as the Labrador Inuit (Moses et al., 2017).  
Often when my hosts would call herders’ families to set up interviews for me, they 
would be told to call back in a few days when the herder was sober. It was initially difficult 
to locate sober herders, a phenomenon I noted often in my journal. (I ended up being unable 
to arrange interviews with herders whose families reported they were intoxicated.) When I 
asked whether we could set up interviews in the morning before herders started drinking, I 
was told this would not work, as “they drink from sun up to sun down.” Even if this is a 
negative stereotype of all herders, the fact that such a stereotype exists speaks to how often 
some consume alcohol. Other times, interviews would be cancelled hours beforehand due to 
a herder deciding to start a binge; Group 1 did not cancel any interviews. Lack of Group 1 
cancellations due to intoxication, however, could be explained by this group’s relatively high 
mean age (40.7 years), with the youngest participant being 26 years (three herders were <25).  
My observation that herders start drinking as soon as they arrive in the village and 
remain intoxicated for days is consistent with the pattern of alcohol abuse noted by 
Ulturgasheva (2014, p. 641): “young single male reindeer herders ... visit the village ... [and] 
throughout ... their visit ... are involved in [alcohol] binging ... They ... stay heavily inebriated 
for several weeks until they depart.” Vitebsky (2005, p. 193) observed a similar pattern of 
alcohol abuse among herders in Sebyan. He adds alcohol consumption is often accompanied 
by intense interpersonal violence and suicide. Vitebsky (2005, p. 184, 209) and Ulturgasheva 
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(2012, p. 53, 86; 2014, p. 633) attribute this binge drinking to boredom, drastic societal 
changes, and unfortunate economic circumstances. I suggest, however, another factor may 
contribute to this poor mental health outcome: temporarily decreased meaning in life. 
6.5.1 Alcohol abuse and decreased meaning. In Western samples, substance abuse 
is a common correlate of decreased meaning in life (e.g., Harlow et al., 1986; Kinnier et al. 
1994; Newcomb & Harlow, 1986). Perhaps temporarily experiencing a lack of meaning in 
the village from not having any reindeer to care for—a primary source of meaning for most 
of Group 2—amplifies the unpleasant subjective experience of inability to move freely that 
drives some herders in the village to binge drink (and, in extreme cases, take their own lives). 
Indeed, research demonstrates the capacity of ‘sense of place’ to affect Indigenous peoples’ 
mental wellbeing (e.g., Cunsolo Willox et al., 2012; Durkalec, Furgal, Skinner, & Sheldon, 
2015; Richmond, 2015; Windsor & McVey, 2005). In villages, herders often have little to 
occupy their time (Ulturgasheva, 2012, 2014), and they may perceive them as places of 
boredom, destructive behaviour, and perhaps meaningless. Being in such places, which may 
impede meaning, coupled with poor socioeconomic factors (Ulturgasheva, 2014, p. 633, 641; 
Vitebsky, 2005, p. 184, 193, 209), are what I suggest could contribute to poor mental health 
outcomes in Eveny villages. This accords with theoretical accounts that argue decreased 
meaning is why some Indigenous peoples have poor mental health outcomes (Halloran, 2004; 
Salzman, 2001; Salzman & Halloran, 2004). Further, my proposition may explain why rates 
of alcohol abuse are higher in herders in the village than non-herders. It may be easier for 
settled Eveny to find meaning in the village; it is the place where most of their lives unfold. 
So, what can be done to reduce herders’ rates of alcohol binging? How can the village 
be made into a less unpleasant and more meaningful place for them? There have been some 
efforts to curb drinking in Batagay-Alyta, but the problem has yet to be seriously addressed. 
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According to one Sakha family, there has been talk of closing down the local liquor store for 
years. Though a number of communities in the Sakha Republic have successfully outlawed 
alcohol (Gaita, 2015), when this has been tried in some villages, people purchase alcohol on 
the black market, where low quality—and often poisonous (e.g., containing methanol)—
homebrewed liquor is sold. This same situation has played out in Northern Indigenous 
communities elsewhere, for example, in Inuit villages in Nunavut (Canadian Press, 2015; 
Edwards, 2017). Though herders’ binge drinking harms themselves and the community, 
especially their children (Ulturgasheva, 2014), this family was unaware of any other efforts 
to reduce alcoholism in the village, simply because officials do not know what to do.  
Safonova and Sántha (2010) suggest that to make villages more palatable places to 
herders, communities could be set up in a manner that necessitates movement between a 
variety of locations, a reference to herders’ migrations. Perhaps, if my suggestion is correct—
that alcohol abuse is linked to temporarily decreased meaning while in the village—this 
notion should be the focal point of future alcoholism prevention programs/research. As 
discussed, obshchiny could help improve mental health outcomes, such as alcohol abuse, 
among herders by potentially leading to increased meaningful engagement with reindeer and 
family. As outlined below (section 6.10), it is imperative that research assesses these points. 
6.6 Eveny Identity-processing and Meaning in Life 
Meaning in life and identities address existential concerns and are, thus, tethered. Just 
as humans use constellations to project understandable patterns onto the myriad of stars in 
our sky, our identities enable us to make sense of the multitude of information housed in our 
self-concepts, which permits us to know what we value, set pertinent goals, pursue said 
goals, and then experience feelings of meaning (Wong, 1998). Identities “provide a meaning-
making lens” (Oyserman et al., 2012, p. 69). If either herders or non-herders had dissimilar 
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experiences of meaning, differential patterns of identity-processing could be to blame. 
I found, however, that both groups described meaningful existences, but they often 
derived meaning from differing sources (as well as some that were shared). Thus, I am 
unable to consider whether between-group variations in factors pertaining to identity-
processing, such as identity cohesion or unique cultural factors, influence experiences of 
meaning in life among these Eveny. So, what am I able to say about the identities of the 
Eveny with whom I spoke? 
The pairs (Figure 3) exemplify the role identity-processing plays in meaning in life. 
In the first pair, both participants’ identity-processing seemed to be functioning effectively 
(this was also the case for the third pair, so I will not re-describe them here). Anatoly (Group 
1) appeared to process his identity in a cohesive manner; he had an organized understanding 
of who he is and what he values, derived from his self-concept, that allowed him to set and 
then fulfill meaningful goals (e.g., the preservation of the Eveny language). Although this 
was also true for Eduard (Group 2), who valued and set objectives relevant to reindeer (e.g., 
growing their population), the state may have been indirectly preventing him from achieving 
his aspirations. In the second case, “Vladimir’s” (Group 2) identity also seemed to process 
self-concept information in a cohesive, understandable manner, evidenced by the fact that he 
knew he values reindeer and family and had set relevant objectives (e.g., to go to college and 
work as a herder). This was also likely the case for the taiga youth interviewed by 
Ulturgasheva (2012, 2014). The identity-processing of Timur (Group 1), however, may have 
been impeded from making sense of the information in his self-concept; “he doesn’t know” 
what is important to him; there is “nothing” he hoped to accomplish in life; he does “not care 
about the future;” “he has no goals. It is a problem for him. ... He cannot live without any 
goals. He cannot explain it;” and he “does not know” whether he is content in life. It is 
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possible Timur did not wish to discuss such topics with me, but these interview excerpts may 
also imply that for some reason his identity-processing was unable to extract and organize 
information in his self-concept, thereby preventing him from determining and pursuing 
meaningful goals. Perhaps his identity lacked cohesion, or maybe there was some other 
psychological or sociocultural factor at play. With my current data, this is not something I am 
able to determine. Nevertheless, this instance may demonstrate the crucial role functional 
identity-processing plays in determining experiences of meaning.   
 Another way that I had hoped to gather data about participants’ identities was by 
asking them about the characteristics of ‘good/bad Eveny,’ as well as when they are ‘good 
Eveny’ and how this makes them feel. Although, possibly due to cultural reasons (e.g., the 
unacceptability of boasting; Vitebsky, 2005, p. 269), participants did not answer the latter 
question, I have noticed one pattern in this area worthy of discussion. Non-herders seemed to 
have an idealized, perhaps even romanticized, perception of what being a ‘good Eveny’ 
entails. They tended to bring up more abstract concepts, such as upholding the Eveny culture 
(N = 3) or having a relationship with nature (N = 3)—e.g., Maksim reported a ‘good Eveny’ 
“is a poet in his soul ... He loves nature, the sun, the moon, the forest, everything. He has 
respect for all things.” Anatoly said ‘good Eveny’ “speak with nature.” Herders, in contrast, 
generally mentioned more concrete skills that pertain to surviving in the tundra and reindeer 
herding—e.g., “Vladimir” stated ‘good Eveny’ “must work with reindeer and have the skills 
[necessary] to work with them.” I suspect that this variation stems from differential 
information in participants’ self-concepts regarding what Eveny culture and ‘being Eveny’ is 
all about. Both groups’ self-concepts (and identity-processing) were influenced by the value 
their culture places on reindeer herding, but for herders, this information could have stemmed 
from their life experiences of actually herding (i.e., they recognized the importance of 
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practical skills); whereas non-herders’ understandings of Eveny herding were possibly rooted 
in what they have indirectly learned or heard from others. As I discuss below, such macro 
(e.g., social) and middle-level (e.g., prior life experiences) contextual factors have the 
capacity to impact identity-processing (Oyserman et al., 2012). 
6.7 A ‘Reindeer Herding Culture’?  
Many times during fieldwork I heard a variation of the phrase: “as long as there are 
reindeer, there will be the Eveny.”7 This implies that the greatest indicator of ‘Eveny-ness’—
what Eveny society and collective identity are centred around—is reindeer herding. If 
herding vanishes, then so will Eveny. When interviewees reported that they are worried that 
herding is disappearing, they may have been implicitly expressing concerns about the 
continuity of Eveny culture—and, by extension, their selves. It is unclear, however, the 
extent to which outside (non-Eveny) forces dictate what constitutes ‘Eveny-ness.’ Members 
of other cultures (e.g., the Sakha school director), researchers (e.g., Vitebsky, 2005), and the 
state (e.g., in discourse surrounding the Eveno-Bytantaysky National District’s creation; 
Takakura, 2002) have all indicated that herding is the central pillar of Eveny culture. Though 
Takakura (2002, p. 30) notes that both Sakha and Eveny persons employed this discourse and 
the “ethnic label ‘Even[y]’ as a political strategy” to establish the Eveno-Bytantaysky 
National District in order to gain more local economic and political autonomy—a “discursive 
appropriate[ion of identity]” (Fondahl & Sirina, 2003, p. 541)—which resulted in “political 
leadership [falling] into the hands of [Sakha] elites” (Sasaki, 2003, p. 96), interviewees 
usually did so when discussing how Eveny herding (and identity) must be sustained. When 
Eveny today emphasize the centrality of herding to their culture—seven participants 
                                               
7 A similar saying exists for Evenki (G. Fondahl, personal communication, May 2, 2019). 
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indicated that herding reindeer is an attribute of ‘good Eveny,’ while four said not herding is 
a trait of ‘bad Eveny’—is the sentiment coming from their experiences, or are they repeating, 
likely subconsciously, what others have said? Is it a combination of both (or other) factors? 
In other words, does present-day Eveny culture truly revolve entirely around reindeer, 
even though most Eveny men (and almost all women) do not herd? I believe that if Eveny 
herd, then herding is their culture; if they do some other activity, then it will be their culture. 
No cultures are static; they are fluid systems which dynamically react to new circumstances 
on their own terms—what Sahlins (1999) calls the ‘inventiveness of culture.’ Sivtseva 
(2015), for example, describes a new Evenki identity—a new ‘Evenkiness’—that has 
emerged in urban contexts and is centred around language and heritage preservation, rather 
than herding. When circumstances change for Eveny (e.g., when they were sedentarized), 
they respond in a uniquely Eveny way. This distinct way of reacting to environmental 
conditions is at the core of any culture. Further, employing a ‘focal image’ or symbol of 
reindeer to represent their culture might not capture individual differences and may make 
some non-herding Eveny feel alienated from their community. Thus, using such focal images 
risks over simplifying a culture made up of distinct individuals. Before I discuss important 
avenues for studying Eveny culture, however it manifests, I first contemplate whether my 
findings on traditional land-use and meaning may be relevant to other Eveny communities.  
6.8 Demographic Concerns 
 I have described participants’ characteristics (Table 1), but I have yet to consider how 
they may have influenced my findings. Though a variety of occupations in Batagay-Alyta 
were present in Group 1, I had hoped to speak with more than two obshchina herders. 
Interviewing few obshchina herders has limited my ability to draw conclusions about this 
system. Thus, this study should be seen as an exploration of traditional land-use and meaning 
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in life among six Eveny in the village and six state-farm herders, that includes some findings 
pertaining to the experiences of two obshchina herders. 
My primary demographic concern is that the mean age of both groups was high; ages 
in Group 1 ranged from 26 to 62 years (M = 40.7), and from 18 to 69 years (M = 37.3) in 
Group 2, resulting in an overall median age of 38 years. This means that the perspectives of 
young Eveny men are less explored in this study than those of older men. For instance, in 
Group 1, the two youngest participants were 26 and 29 years, but the next youngest was 43 
years. In Group 2, three participants were under 25 years, but the remaining five were above 
36 years. I have a few possible explanations for why this occurred. Perhaps older Eveny men 
are more willing to participate in research, or maybe my community contacts knew mostly 
older Eveny, so that is who they arranged interviews with. Or perhaps the high mean age 
reflects youths leaving the village, either because they desire education and better lives in 
Yakutsk, or because they do not wish to work as herders, notions consistent with 
observations made by Ulturgasheva (2012, 2014) and Vitebsky (2005, 2010).  
 Though the present study’s results likely describe what life is like for some Eveny 
herders (especially those with state-farms) near Batagay-Alyta and Eveny who work in the 
village, whether they are relevant to other communities or cultures (e.g., Evenki) is unclear. 
All communities have different circumstances. Local particularities and peculiarities shape 
life in any context and, thus, have the capacity to influence any study. For example, Vitebsky 
(2005, 2010) describes how young Eveny herders in Sebyan have difficulty procuring 
romantic partners. This study did not support this observation, possibly either because I 
mostly spoke with older men or herders were unwilling to disclose such personal 
information, or maybe because this really does not occur in Batagay-Alyta. Thus, researchers 
should consider this study to be a description solely of Eveny around Batagay-Alyta, and my 
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results may not be applicable for Eveny (or members of other herding cultures) in all locales. 
6.9 Limitations 
Though this thesis describes the experiences and views of a small number of Eveny 
herders and non-herders in/near Batagay-Alyta at a point in time, its findings may be limited 
by a number of factors beyond those discussed above. First, I conducted all interviews 
through an interpreter. This a) hindered my capacity to establish rapport with participants, 
and b) may have led to miscommunication (see section 6.1). The second limitation is that I 
only interviewed Eveny in the village of Batagay-Alyta. Eveny living elsewhere, such as in 
Sebyan (Vitebsky, 2005, 2010, 2012) or Topolinoye (Ulturgasheva, 2012, 2014), may have 
had different life experiences. Third, I was only able to interview two obshchina herders, an 
insufficient sample to get a sense of how their life experiences differ from state-farm herders. 
As the state-enterprise herders attributed many of their problems in life to government 
mismanagement of state-farms, and, according to interviewees, working conditions are better 
in obshchiny, it is possible that obshchina herders may have different experiences of meaning 
in life, or derive meaning from alternate sources, than state-farm herders. (Although, as 
mentioned, I advise against making any blanket assumptions about a group’s experience of 
meaning, this is a possibility.) Fourth, I failed to ask some questions that may have been 
useful. For example, I did not explicitly ask participants whether they have children or 
significant others (although, some interviewees mentioned this). Asking about participants’ 
family lives would have enabled me to better contemplate how circumstances for herders in 
Batagay-Alyta relate to those in Sebyan, where Vitebsky (2010, 2012) notes most herders are 
unhappily single and family life is ‘threatened.’ Having an immediate family or spouse could 
have provided participants with a source of meaning in life (Ivtzan et al., 2016), so this would 
have been valuable information for me to acquire.  
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My fifth limitation is that I only conducted 14 interviews due to funding and time 
constraints, which means other perspectives may be present in the community. As discussed 
in section 4.3.2, 14 interviews were likely sufficient to capture a variety of views in the 
community, as well as provide a snapshot of some locals’ experiences at particular point in 
time. My sixth limitation is that I am not Eveny, and I was only able to stay in Batagay-Alyta 
for two weeks—not nearly long enough to understand the intricacies inherent to any 
community or culture. Despite reading much English-language literature about Eveny and 
Sakha cultures prior to fieldwork, I may not have understood or noticed certain cultural 
phenomena. For example, I did not realize that “when are you a ‘good Eveny’?” is a question 
Eveny would have difficulty answering due to cultural norms (e.g., Vitebsky, 2005, p. 269). 
Thus, this study provides a starting point upon which future research can expand. 
6.10 Directions for Further Research  
 To consider the implications of this study’s findings for all rural Eveny men, research 
should address the above limitations. To be specific, future studies should:  
a)! explore how age influences Eveny herders’ and non-herders’ experiences of meaning;  
b)! describe in more detail obshchina and state-farm herders’ experiences of meaning;  
c)! determine how having a spouse/family affects meaning in life in this population;  
d)! interview a greater number of participants and Eveny from different communities. 
The findings of this study also bring up other questions. Does herding provides a 
source of meaning because it necessitates interaction with nature (e.g., Howell et al., 2013)? 
Is the spiritual aspect of herding and/or hunting experienced as meaningful? How does 
meaning in life manifest among Eveny women?  In my opinion, the most important studies 
with Eveny, as well as other Siberian Indigenous groups, are those on mental health in their 
communities. Even with the help of a scholar fluent in Russian, I was unable to locate 
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specific statistics for rates of suicide and alcoholism among Eveny (and Evenki), and this 
information may not be publicly available. Publicizing such data and local ethnographic 
accounts of mental health issues would guide mental health improvement efforts. There is no 
‘one size fits all’ solution for improving Indigenous mental health (O’Rourke, Kochuten et al, 
2018); thus, all efforts must be tailored to specific communities and their unique 
circumstances. Future studies must evaluate how villages can be made more comfortable 
places for herders. Research should also assess whether feelings of meaningless in the village 
contributes to herders’ alcohol abuse. Such studies would benefit from having a large number 
of Eveny complete the Russian version of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger, n.d.). 
The results of a broad quantitative analysis of meaning and alcohol abuse in a large segment 
of the Eveny population would shine light on patterns between these phenomena.  
More English-language research with Eveny, preferably by Eveny researchers (e.g., 
Alekseyev, Ulturgasheva), would benefit scholars unable to speak the Russian language. The 
current English-language body of research on Eveny is sparse. Additional English-language 
research on Eveny society, particularly mental health outcomes, could enable researchers to 
identify patterns between Northern Indigenous peoples, as done by Ulturgasheva et al. 
(2014), and assist with mental health improvement efforts throughout the Circumpolar North.  
6.11 Accountability and Dissemination of Results 
To consider the parties to whom I am accountable in this research, I contemplate a 
series of questions posed by Clark, Hunt, Jones, and Good (2010). In conducting this 
research project, I am primarily accountable to the Eveny of Batagay-Alyta. To communicate 
my results to the Eveny community, I am sending an abbreviated Russian translation of my 
findings to interviewees and village administration. This summary, which documents, inter 
alia, Evenys’ close relationships with their territories, will provide the community data that 
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may help them argue for greater rights to land, as well as possibly assist with associated court 
cases. Further, it is likely this study’s results will be of general interest to the community.  
I am also accountable to UNBC, as well as the disciplines of Geography and 
Psychology. Thus, I will present my findings in a public defence. I have already published 
preliminary findings in Culturally Modified, a local semi-academic journal (O’Rourke, 
2019b). I have presented my findings in a poster at UNBC Research Week (O’Rourke, 
2019a), which a colleague is translating to Russian for the Third Annual Tungusic 
Conference (June, 2019) in Blagoveshchensk, Russia—a meeting that will be attended by 
Eveny leaders and activists. I have also talked about my research in an Arctic Geography 
class taught by my supervisor, as well as at a talk for UNBC’s Geography Club (Parlato et 
al., 2019). Further, I will publish my findings in one or more peer-reviewed journals.  
6.12 Conclusion 
 One thread that weaves through all humans is a desire to lead a worthwhile and 
meaningful existence—key parts of the ‘good life.’ But precisely what the ‘good life’ entails 
depends on a multitude of contextual factors, such as ontology and culture. This thesis—a 
qualitative exploration of traditional land-use and meaning in life among 1) settled adult male 
Eveny and 2) their reindeer herding counterparts in/near Batagay-Alyta (Sakkyryr), Sakha 
Republic (Yakutia), Russia—demonstrates that using land and natural resources in 
accordance with Eveny traditions is a central facet of the ‘good life’ for these Eveny.  
Sedentary Eveny and nomadic herders alike subsistence hunted and had 
psychological connections to land. Their differing life-ways, however, shaped exactly how 
traditional land-use enriched their lives. On one hand, villagers associated leaving Batagay-
Alyta for the tundra to subsistence hunt or fish with relaxation and freedom—a leisurely 
break from the stresses of work and day-to-day life. On the other, herders may have had more 
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complex relationships with land, hallmarked by feelings of contentment, belonging, and 
freedom (to move). They viewed the tundra as a place of work and sustenance, rather than a 
place of relaxation; albeit they were still happier there than in the village. This division, 
which stems from groups’ varying subjective experiences of being in the tundra vs. village, 
underscores the influence life-ways—and place—can have on how the ‘good life’ manifests.  
Besides culture and life-ways, some scholars (e.g., Halloran, 2004; Salzman, 2001; 
Salzman & Halloran, 2004) posit that colonization is a factor that uniquely shapes Indigenous 
peoples’ experiences of meaning. European colonization has dramatically restructured—or in 
some cases obliterated—Indigenous societies, including those in Siberia. They propose that 
Indigenous persons’ avenues towards meaning, including traditional land-use, could have 
subsequently vanished or become more difficult, hypothetically resulting in decreased life 
meaning. This pattern, however, was not identified by the present study. 
Herders and non-herders both described meaningful existences; it is the sources from 
which they derive meaning that appeared to vary. For example, non-herders often acquired 
meaning through their village jobs, whereas some herders reported finding meaning by 
growing their reindeer herds. Herders and settled Eveny also shared some meaning sources—
family and financial factors. Further, both groups deemed reindeer and herding to be core 
components of Eveny culture, despite the profession’s perceived decline.  
Various researchers (e.g., Levin & Vasil’yev, 1964; Vitebsky, 2005) have pondered 
whether the lingering effects of Soviet/Russian interference in Eveny society have threatened 
herding’s future—views echoed by both groups I interviewed. Yet some of the Eveny with 
whom I spoke looked to the future with hope. They believed that if control of herding is 
transferred to obshchiny, herders’ circumstances will improve and more youth will herd. 
Such developments, according to these Eveny, will increase the reindeer population—an 
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outcome many herders deemed their most meaningful pursuit, and a concern of non-herders. 
I am unable to comment on herders’ and non-herders’ identity-processing, because 
my results did not indicate differing experiences of meaning between these groups. My 
findings do suggest that what it means to be Eveny has shifted over time through interaction 
with other societies. Russian, Soviet, and Western acculturation have introduced, inter alia, 
novel ways of relating to the environment and deriving meaning out of life—influencing 
Eveny culture. In spite of this, I do not believe Eveny are vymiraiushiy narod—a people 
dying out. Rather, my findings suggest that, like Siberia’s unwavering summer solstice sun, 
Eveny culture holds steadfast and will continue to do so, as long as Eveny somewhere are 
enacting Eveny culture—however it evolves. 
6.12.1 Final thoughts. I would like to conclude this thesis by reflecting on a passage 
from my fieldwork journal that exemplifies the biggest personal lesson I learned while doing 
this project. On September 6, 2018, three days after I arrived in Batagay-Alyta, I wrote:  
People here are scared for the future of reindeer herding. I keep hearing the following 
phrase ‘as long as there are reindeer, there will be the Eveny.’ So, what will happen to 
the people of the reindeer when there are no more reindeer in their lives? These 
animals are their ultimate source of meaning... How will they survive? 
 
This excerpt highlights the faulty assumptions I held when I began this project. I thought 
Indigenous peoples undertaking ‘traditional’ lifeways, like herding, would certainly have 
better mental health than those who do not, and surely reindeer would be the greatest source 
of meaning for Eveny—the so-called ‘reindeer people.’ I even supposed that without these 
animals, Eveny culture may fade away. What I found was that the people with whom I spoke 
were not so simple. Herders and non-herders both described meaningful existences, and their 
experiences of meaning were more influenced by interpersonal variations than status as 
herder vs. non-herder. This is not totally surprising, as meaning in life is inherently a 
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personal experience. 
Realizing my predictions and assumptions about Eveny herders and non-herders were 
incorrect was a humbling and eye-opening experience. It made me realize the futility of 
making generalizations about groups of people’s experiences of meaning—a lesson that can 
be applied to the study of many psychological and social constructs. All humans, regardless 
of culture or life-ways, are distinct, and individual differences are often more important and 
substantial than between-group variations. The almost infinite diversity among our species, in 
my opinion, is what makes humankind so beautiful and fascinating. If we ever want to truly 
understand the breadth and depth of the human condition, such as how we can best construct 
meaningful existences for ourselves during our brief time on earth, this diversity—not 
stereotypic postulations—must be at the forefront of our inquiry.  
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Appendix A 
Interview Questions (English and Russian) 
 
Demographic Questions  
1.! Tell me about your life 
a.! How old are you? 
b.! Where were you born? 
c.! Where do you currently live? 
d.! What do you do for work? What have you done in the past? 
 
Land-Use Questions 
1.! Do you spend more time in the village or out in the taiga? 
2.! How often do you go out in the taiga? 
3.! What do you do out in the taiga? 
4.! Do you hunt? 
a.! If yes, can you hunt as much as you would like?  
i.! Would you like to hunt more? 
b.! What constrains you from hunting (e.g., access to land)? 
i.! Is there anything else that keeps you from hunting? 
5.! Do you herd reindeer (or work with reindeer)? 
a.! If yes, can you herd as much as you would like? 
b.! If no, what constrains you from herding? 
6.! What other issues do you experience in pursuing these activities (herding and 
hunting)?  
7.! What land do you use for hunting and herding? 
8.! Why do you use this land? 
9.! Do you share this land with anyone?  
a.! Who?  
b.! How long?   
10.!How do you feel about the land you use? 
11.!How does going out in your land make you feel? 
 
Meaning Questions 
B = behavioural component of meaning; C = cognitive component; E = emotional 
1.! What is important in life to you? Why? Is it important to others? C 
2.! What are your biggest concerns in life? C 
3.! What do you hope to accomplish in your life? What goals do you have? C 
a.! How do you plan to accomplish these goals? B 
b.! How will accomplishing these goals make you feel? E 
4.! What are the qualities of a good/proper/ethical/moral Eveny person? C 
a.! When are you a good person? B 
b.! How does being a good person make you feel? E 
5.! What are the qualities of a ‘bad’/immoral/unethical Eveny person? C 
a.! How does the community react to this? C/E 
6.! Do you feel content/fulfilled with your life? E 
a.! If yes, why? If no, why? C/E/B 
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!"#$%&'( (Interview Questions) - Translated to Russian by Konstantin Makarov: 
 
Demographic Questions  
1.! "#$$%#&'(), *+&#,-.$(#, + $)/). 
a.! 0%+,1%+ 2#3 ,)(? 
b.! 45) 26 7+5','$1? 
c.! 45) 26 *7+&'8#)() $).9#$? 
d.! :)3 26 $).9#$ 7#/+(#)()? 45) ' %)3 26 7#/+(#,' 7#;1<)? 
 
Land-Use Questions 
1.! 26 *7+8+5'() /+,1<-= 9#$(1 $8+)>+ 87)3);' 8 5)7)8;) ',' 8 (-;57)?  
2.! :#% 9#$(+ 26 86?+5'() 8 (-;57-?  
3.! @(+ 26 5),#)() 8 (-;57)? 
4.! 26 +?+('()$1? 
a.! [A$,' 5#] 26 3+&)() +?+('(1$B $(+,1%+, $%+,1%+ *+&),#)()?  
i.! 26 /6 ?+(),' +?+('(1$B /+,1<)?  
b.! @(+ *7)*B($8-)( 8#<). +?+() (;#*7'3)7, 5+$(-* % ()77'(+7'B3)? 
i.! A$(1 ,' )CD 9(+-;'/-51, 9(+ 3)<#)( 8#<). +?+()? 
5.! 26 E#;'3#)()$1 +,);)8+5$(8+3? 
a.! [A$,' 5#] 26 3+&)() *#$(' $(+,1%+ +,);)., $%+,1%+ *+&),#)()? 
b.! [A$,' ;)(] @(+ +$(#;#8,'8#)( 8#$ +( +,);)8+5$(8#? 
6.! 0 %#%'3' 57->'3' *7+/,)3#3' 26 $(#,%'8#)()$1 8 +?+() '/',' $%+(+8+5$(8)?  
a.! F+&#,-.$(#, *+57+/;))  
7.! :#%') E)3,' 26 '$*+,1E-)() 5,B +?+(6 ' $%+(+8+5$(8#? 
8.! F+9)3- 26 '$*+,1E-)() G(' E)3,'? 
9.! 26 7#E5),B)() G(' ()77'(+7'' $ %)3-;'/-51? 
a.! [A$,' 5#] C %)3? 
b.! H# *7+(B&);'' %#%+>+ 87)3);'? 
10.! @(+ 26 5-3#)() + $8+). E)3,)? 
11.! @(+ 26 9-8$(8-)(), %+>5# 86?+5'() ;# $8+= ()77'(+7'=? 
 
Meaning Questions 
B = behavioural component of meaning; C = cognitive component; E = emotional 
1.! @(+ >,#8;+) 5,B 2#$ 8 &'E;'? @(+ 86 I);'()? C 
a.! F+9)3-? 
b.! J 57->'? ,=5). (#%') &) 8E>,B56 ;# I);;+$('?  
2.! :#%') - 2#$ $#36) /+,1<') *7+/,)36 8 &'E;'? C 
3.! @(+ 26 *,#;'7-)() 8 /-5-C)3? :#%') - 2#$ I),'? C 
a.! :#% 26 *,#;'7-)() 5+$('91 G('? I),).? B 
b.! @(+ 26 *+9-8$(8-)(), %+>5# 5+$('>;)() $8+'? I),).? E 
4.! :#%'3' %#9)$(8#3' +/,#5#)( ?+7+<'. G8);? C 
a.! :+>5# 26 $9'(#)()$1 ?+7+<'3 9),+8)%+3? B 
b.! :#%+8+ 9-8$(8+8#(1 $)/B ?+7+<'. 9),+8)%+3? E 
5.! :#%'3' %#9)$(8#3' +/,#5#)( *,+?+. G8);? C 
a.! :#% +/C)$(8+ 7)#>'7-)( ;# G(+? C/E 
6.! 26 5+8+,1;6 $8+). &'E;1=?? E 
a.! A$,' 5#, *+9)3-? A$,' ;)(, *+9)3-? C/E/B  
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Appendix B 
Project Description 
  
Land, Subsistence, and Meaning in Eveny Culture 
Project Lead:  
Sean O’Rourke, Master of Arts – Interdisciplinary Studies (Geography and Psychology) 
student, University of Northern British Columbia, Prince George, BC V2N 4Z9 CANADA 
orourke@unbc.ca  
Project Team Members  
Gail Fondahl, supervisor, Geography Program, University of Northern British Columbia, 
Prince George, BC V2N 4Z9 CANADA gail.fondahl@unbc.ca 
Project Sponsor  
This research is being funded by Dr. Gail Fondahl’s Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada grant for her project Indigenous Territorial Rights in the 
Russian Federation: A Quarter Century Onward.  
Why am I doing this study?  
Hunting and reindeer herding are a big part of Eveny culture, but not all Eveny still do these 
activities. Research with other Indigenous peoples suggests using the land for food, like for 
hunting and reindeer herding, gives one a sense of purpose and meaning in life.  
I want to talk to you to find out how you use the land (e.g., for hunting and herding) and how 
that affects how you feel about your life. I would like to ask you questions about these two 
topics. 
This is interesting to me because many, but not all, people in Canada, myself included, have 
a very different relationship with land than Eveny. We do not have as close of a relationship 
with land as Eveny traditionally do. Hearing your wisdom will help me learn about the 
possible relationships people can have with land, which could help people in Canada and all 
over the world have better relationships with land. 
Your participation in this research is voluntary. You can refuse to answer any of my 
questions, and you can withdraw from the study at anytime, without providing any reason. If 
you do so, all information that you have provided will not be included, and will be destroyed 
(in terms of my notes and or audio-recording).  
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What will happen during the project?  
If you agree to participate in this research, you will be asked a set of questions about land use 
and meaning in life. You are asked to consider them and answer to the best of your ability. I 
will take notes while you talk, and also make an audio-recording of the interview to help us 
capture what you say accurately. I estimate that the interview will last 30-60 minutes.  
Risks/ benefits to participating in this project  
I don’t foresee any risks to your participating in this project. If any of the questions I have 
asked make you uncomfortable, you do not have to answer. 
This project will not provide you with any direct benefits. However, its findings may benefit 
the broader Eveny community by describing the unique emotional and psychological 
connections Eveny have to their lands. Such information could, potentially, lead to 
improvements for Eveny in terms of resource and land management discussions.  
Confidentiality, Anonymity and Data Storage  
Your anonymity will be respected if you prefer to remain anonymous; however, it cannot be 
ensured 100%. Information that discloses your identity will not be released without your 
consent.  
If you choose, notes taken during, and audio-recording of, your interview will be identified 
by a code number rather than your name in all files and notes. Notes themselves and the 
audio recordings will also be stored only on password-protected computers. If transcripts or 
notes are printed for the purpose of analysis, these will be kept in a locked file cabinet in a 
locked office.  
The notes and recordings will be accessible to myself, my interpreter, and my research 
supervisor, Dr. Gail Fondahl at the University of Northern British Columbia. My interpreter 
is required to sign a confidentiality agreement.  
The notes and recordings will be kept for seven (7) years after the end of the project in 2019. 
After that digital files will be deleted. Any printed copies will be shredded.  
Compensation  
We are unable to pay you for the time you take to participate in this study.  
Study Results  
The results of this study will be used to produce my graduate thesis and academic articles.  
I also plan to report my findings on this research to those who participated in the research. If 
you are interested in hearing about what I find, there is a place for you at the end of this letter 
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to provide me with your mailing or email address. 
Questions or Concerns about the project. If you have any questions about the project or 
what I am asking you, please contact me or my supervisor. The names and contact 
information is listed at the top of the first page of this form.  
If you have any concerns or complaints about your rights as a research participant and/or 
your experiences while participating in the study, contact the UNBC Office of Research at 
250-960-6735 (English only) or by email at reb@unbc.ca (you may write in Russian). Or you 
may contact the UNBC Office of Research through the NEFU International Office 
(lv.vinokurova@s-vfu.ru or (4112) 36-14-53, in Russian or Sakha; your concerns will be 
translated and communicated to the UNBC Office of Research.  
Participant Consent and Withdrawal. Taking part in this study is your choice. You have 
the right to refuse to participate in this study. If you decide to take part you may choose to 
stop the interview at any time without giving a reason and without any negative impact.  
CONSENT  
I have read or been described the information presented about the project: YES or NO  
I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this project and to 
receive additional details I requested. YES or NO  
I understand that if I agree to participate in this project, I may withdraw from the project at 
any time up until the report completion, with no consequences of any kind. I have been given 
a copy of this form. YES or NO  
I agree to be recorded YES or NO  
I agree that my name can be used YES or NO  If no, preferred pseudonym: 
 
This study’s results can be sent to me at the following e-mail or mailing address: YES or 
NO If yes, email or mailing address: 
Note of verbal consent:  
Name of Participant (Printed):   
Date:  
